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    PROLOGUE 
 
    February 
 
     
 
    First this ingredient.  Then another.  Hmmm. Not too much of this and a pinch of that. Everything had to be right.  It was vital that everything be just right. 
 
    Next came the book. Things had to be done in their proper order. It was carefully opened and a puff of air that spoke of death and decay filled the kitchen. The book was old. Its pages bore witness to the generations it had been in existence, the handwriting faded in places and almost illegible.  But the power it contained was still potent. 
 
    Still deadly.   
 
    A finger ran down the various words – some easy to pronounce, others difficult. But it didn’t matter.  
 
    Laughter filled the room as a harmless rhyme was recited.  
 
      
 
    Double double toil and trouble. 
 
    Fire burn and caldron bubble. 
 
    I will say what needs to be. 
 
    What is your life worth to me? 
 
      
 
    In a tiny, one room cabin, tucked in the woods on the shore of Mkazawi Pond, Paul Langevin abruptly awoke from a sound sleep.  It had been another busy day and he’d gone to bed early, falling asleep almost immediately. 
 
    He now stared at the ceiling, orienting himself, a brief question in his mind. 
 
    What had awakened him? 
 
    The air was chilly. Glancing over at the small Franklin stove across from his bed, he saw a collection of dying embers glowing through the glass front. He was reluctant to get up from beneath his warm blankets, his body heat creating a cozy spot. But something tugged at him – urging him to arise – pushing him towards his back door. 
 
    Paul was a bearish man, standing tall and straight despite his 70 years. However, as much as he tried not to admit it, age was starting to catch up to him. In the past, he could have easily sprung from his bed. But now, aches and pains in his joints and back accompanied him as he threw back the heavy covers that were a collection of patched over quilts accumulated over the years.  Slowly and painfully, he hoisted himself to his feet and shivered as he stretched out the kinks in his muscles before padding over to the coat rack he kept near the front door. He threw on his boots and long wooly coat, then turned, took a few steps across the small cabin and opened the back door. 
 
    A blast of frigid night air hit him hard as it careened across the pond and seemed to aim itself right at him. 
 
    I’m getting too old for this, he thought, at the same time knowing he wouldn’t ignore the inner voice that drove him to venture out of his warm bed and into the icy night. 
 
    He stepped out onto a small wooden deck and took a long, deep breath. Opening his senses, he felt rather than observed the wild life around his cabin. In the tree behind his home, he felt the heartbeat of an owl. Near the pile of logs he kept in a tiny shed next to the cabin, he felt the pulse of a fox. He looked up at the sky, never tiring, despite his age, to be awed by the brilliant canopy of stars and constellations that blinked back at him. 
 
    He let out his breath, its vapor dancing before him. He looked out over the frozen pond, the light from the perfectly round, full moon painting shadows of the tall pines onto the thick layers of ice. 
 
    He waited. Patiently. With no thoughts of past or future.  Soaking up the energies of the moment. 
 
    After a while, he shrugged. Maybe he was getting too old. Maybe it was a simple dream that had awakened him. Nothing more. 
 
    With his snug, cozy bed calling out to him, he started to turn back towards the door.  A strong gust of wind suddenly blew across the pond. This time, it deliberately threw itself against his face and chest. He involuntarily took a step back, momentarily stunned at the ferocity of the air. He’d felt the wind many times over the years, but this was different. There was fear in this wind. With the fear came a warning. He scanned the horizon, reaching out slowly and tentatively with his senses. Burrowing into dark cubby holes, beneath the snows, beneath the leaves covered by thick blankets of white, around the trees and up into their black finger-like limbs. 
 
    Abruptly, a knowing exploded into his conscious mind. He sucked in his breath. 
 
    This is not good. 
 
    Horror shot through him – a dread he had not felt in years. It gurgled up from the pit of his stomach and washed over him, sending violent tremors throughout his body that had nothing to do with the chilly temperatures. 
 
    With a cry, he stepped back into the cabin and slammed the door behind him. He leaned against the wood, trying to catch his ragged breath.  He closed his eyes, not wanting to acknowledge what was out there. He attempted to veer his mind away, fill it with a list of things he had to do in the morning. He chanted a song under his breath.  But through it all, the knowing would not go away.  It seized him and held on, unwilling to relinquish its hold on his mind and his soul. 
 
    This is definitely not good. 
 
     
 
    Emmy Madachuck was beginning to lose feeling in her toes. She wiggled her feet in her boots, but it was no use. She was going to have to make a move, or risk freezing to death in the front seat of her Jeep. What a ridiculous sight that would be.  Frozen within a few feet of a warm house. 
 
    She glanced out the window towards the bright lights that beckoned.  A light snow was beginning to fall, but then, at this time of year in this remote town in Maine’s northwestern corner, it was always snowing.  And consistently cold, with below zero temperatures. It wasn’t unusual to freeze to death if someone wasn’t careful. 
 
    Emmy, however, was one of those people who were overly careful in everything she did.  Freezing to death a few yards from warmth was not of those situations she would ever fall victim to. 
 
    However, it didn’t preclude Twin Ponds’ police receptionist/dispatcher from considering the real possibility of turning around and driving home. She could pretend she was sick. Or pretend she’d taken a nap and overslept. She could pretend a host of things to keep her from getting out of her vehicle. But they’d know. Whether it was by her guilty look – she just wasn’t any good at lying no matter how hard she tried – or by an innocuous gesture, they’d know. 
 
    They always knew. 
 
    She couldn’t face that. 
 
    What was once fun and entertaining and informative now filled her with doubt. If only she hadn’t done what she’d done, she could continue coming here. She could continue belonging.  But ever since the other day, the doubt monster had started to rear its ugly head. The weird part was that she was getting what she wanted.  Only now, she didn’t want it anymore.  Not this way. 
 
    You’re being a complete idiot.  Even if it’s not really real, you can still enjoy it. And why not? I’m not hurting anyone, am I? 
 
    Was she though?  She didn’t know anymore.  If she was another sort of person, she wouldn’t care. But she did. A lot. Which made the guilt that much more corrosive.   
 
    She hated when she got this way.  If nothing else, she should be awed that after what she’d done, the changes had been almost miraculous. She couldn’t believe it at first. Even after pinching herself a dozen times, it had happened.  So just be cool with it, and forget the guilt and doubt. It was all going to go away soon anyway.  No one would ever know.  
 
    She unconsciously squeezed the small baggie she held in her coat pocket and grimaced.   
 
    Had it been worth it?   
 
    Yes!   
 
    And no. 
 
    Oh dear, here she went again. Vacillating.  God, how she hated when she got this way. 
 
    Glancing at her round face in the rearview mirror, she thought she saw see a tinge of blue on the tip of her nose. Her dark brown eyes widened as she peered at her reflection. Oh no!  She was getting frostbite. Great.  That’s all she needed. 
 
    Well, as the sheriff always said, it was time to shoot, shit or dismount. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, she opened the Jeep door and stepped out into the frigid night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the other side of town, Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth pushed the puck back and forth between the hockey stick, skating easily over the frozen ice of Waban Pond.  She eyed the empty goal net and set up her shot. She aimed, raised her hockey stick and – 
 
    Missed. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “Damn it!” she shouted, hearing it reverberate back to her over the huge pond. 
 
    She sighed with frustration as she watched the puck careen across the ice towards shore, mocking her as she once more missed the net.  For the fifth time. 
 
    What was it going to take to score a goal? If she stood any closer, she’d be inside the lousy net. 
 
    She unconsciously moved her left arm in a small circle, still feeling a bit of stiffness in the muscle.  
 
    Three months had passed since she’d been shot in the shoulder during the apprehension of a murderer. Thankfully, her habit of wearing multiple heavy sweaters under her parka in an effort to keep warm kept the bullet from doing extensive damage.   
 
    The last murder in tiny Clarke County, Maine had been fifty years before. As the county’s first female sheriff, the pressure had been on to solve the homicide. Especially since the victim was a man who’d meant so much to the townspeople.  She’d solved it, earning herself a gunshot wound and the respect of the county. She was still recuperating from the physical injury. 
 
    She wasn’t sure she’d recovered from the emotional injuries yet. 
 
    Still in a funk over how everything had played out, Cammie threw herself into the often excruciatingly painful physical therapy route to keep her mind and body occupied, and away from thoughts she didn’t wish to have. Her hard work and determination gave her back mobility in her arm, though it still wasn’t quite where she wanted it to be. Playing hockey to boost her depressingly almost non-existent stamina was Doc Westerfield’s idea.   
 
    Samuel Westerfield, known officially as ‘Doc’, was a true blue blooded Boston Brahmin, right down to his John F. Kennedy-esque accent. Standing at 5 ft 6 in, with thinning ginger hair, large round glasses and owl-like eyes, he and Cammie had met in Boston’s tony Beacon Hill section when she’d been a private investigator, and he a victim of a mugging. At the time of the assault, he’d been wearing a stunning Stella McCartney black lace evening dress with matching heels.  Unwilling to risk a tear in the gown, he hadn’t put up much of a resistance, which allowed Cammie, who’d been tailing a cheating husband, to step in and rescue him. From this inauspicious beginning, a close friendship was formed. 
 
    When Cammie received word of her father’s death, and the need to settle his estate, she’d reluctantly made the decision to return to the place of her birth. She’d left Twin Ponds, the largest town in Clarke County, fifteen years before under less than ideal circumstances. The thought of coming back to all those painful memories made her queasy. To her relief, Doc decided to accompany her, hoping time away from Boston would ease his family’s constant condemnation of his alternative lifestyle. 
 
    To her surprise, she found an unexpected peace in her father’s old two room cabin on Mkazawi Pond, and a sense of closeness to a man she’d never been able to connect with in life.  The unanticipated open arm welcome the townspeople had to her return also helped heal any outstanding wounds she still carried.   
 
    Doc too found peace in Twin Ponds. The townspeople didn’t care he was gay, nor did they care that his favorite way to relax in the evenings was to don women’s clothing and his comfy bunny slippers. Many of the female residents found it appealing when, in the short time it took him to become county coroner and town doctor, they discovered he dispensed excellent medical care with insightful fashion tips.  
 
    Urged on by Doc, Cammie decided to keep her father’s cabin. She’d barely moved in before Twin Ponds’ mayor tracked her down and asked that she run for county sheriff.  The old sheriff, who at best guess was at least a hundred and twenty years old, (or so Cammie believed), was finally retiring.  Mayor Barnes knew Cammie’s past law enforcement experience in Seattle would be a coup for the small town. It was certainly more experience than any of their previous sheriffs ever had.  And after dealing with the worst a big city could offer, Cammie was tempted to take a job where the most unpleasant offences had to do with drunk and disorderly conduct or getting lost in the dense forests that surrounded Twin Ponds.  
 
    Now here she was, trying her best to recover from both the physical and emotional wounds of the shooting.  As usual, Doc was there for her.  After repairing the damage to her shoulder, he’d offered to put her up until she was able to function on her own.  For Cammie, accepting his offer was a complete no brainer. Not only did he live in a custom made, luxuriously comfortable log cabin on the shores of Waban Pond, but he was an excellent cook.  Cammie was not. Compared with her diet of corn flakes, saltines and cheese whiz, and the slightly lumpy mattress in her cabin, she would have been certifiable to turn him down.  The additional appeal of the bed from paradise and the shower from heaven cinched the deal. 
 
    Throughout the weeks of her recovery, she was kept apprised of what was going on around town through the daily phone calls and visits of her deputy, Rick Belleveau.  Half Native American and half French Canadian, Rick was doing an excellent job of running the police department in her absence.  Already depressed over the aftermath of the shooting, and the struggle to gain back her strength, the fact that her presence at HQ seemed superfluous wasn’t helping her any in the emotional department.   
 
    During one of his visits, while regaling her with the gossip that was the lifeblood of Twin Ponds, he inadvertently let some information slip that only added to her depression. Too proud to show how much it affected her, she managed to fool him into thinking she was fine. However, as soon as she closed the door behind him, she fell into a dark, morose mood. Attuned to her mental state, Doc thought whacking a puck around would help ease her growing malaise and save his priceless artwork if she ever decided to go postal. 
 
    Once upon a time, in a lifetime that seemed as remote as the moon, Cammie had been a phenom on the ice. In an area where most kids were born holding a hockey stick, she’d played right wing with the local team, the Night Hawks. She was so fast, no one could touch her. But that was fifteen years ago.   
 
    She’d been great, no doubt about that.  If she didn’t pick up a hockey stick, she could still pretend she was great.  She could still hold on to the glory of her past. With everything she’d been through lately, why add a further dose of reality into the mix?  
 
    But Doc had inherited a healthy portion of the New England Yankee stubbornness that ran through his lineage. Once he set his mind on something, he didn’t give up.   
 
    Ever.   
 
    Astutely understanding the roots of her growing misery and listlessness, he tried everything from promising to cook Cammie her favorite meals, to buying top of the line hockey equipment for her.  When these enticements failed to rouse her, he had no choice but to play dirty. 
 
    He threatened to throw her out of his home.   
 
    As expected, the thought of returning to her small rustic cabin on the other side of town and face what she was not yet ready to face finally got her out onto the ice.   
 
    Now here she was, two weeks into trying to get her rhythm back, and she still hadn’t scored a goal. Not one crummy, stinking goal. Not even close.  At this point, she stood the same chance of scoring a goal as winning the Miss America Pageant.  If there was any consolation to the nightly frustration fest, it was that she at least remembered how to skate.   
 
    She took a deep lungful of cold night air and slowly let it out through her nose, watching it vaporize and swirl away in wispy furls in the glare of the halogen lights Doc had set up on shore that lit up enough of the pond to actually hold a game.  If she was so inclined.  Which she was not.    
 
    She looked back to the empty goalie net and sighed.  Maybe she was expecting too much from herself.  Fifteen years was a long time to be away from any sport. It was logical that everything would feel awkward; the style and finesse of old completely gone. Yet just as she’d once braved frigid temperatures to practice night after night, she wasn’t going to allow her rustiness to defeat her.  Nor could she deny that if she didn’t get her ass moving in any kind of physical activity, it was soon going to be bigger than the sectional couch in Doc’s living room.  Her once athletically lean 5 ft 8 inch body was growing out in directions that were horrifying.  Doc’s gourmet cooking was hard to turn down, but it was leaving her looking like the huge, gelatinous creature in the old 1950’s Steve McQueen movie, The Blob.     
 
    She glanced at her shadow reflected on the ice, and noted how even her silhouette looked like a huge pimple on the surface of the ice. 
 
    “Ugh,” she groused aloud as she began to skate in a tight circle.   
 
    You can do this. Just give yourself time. You suffered a gunshot wound, for pity’s sake. You really think it’s all going to come back to you so soon? Honestly, Cammie -- 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    Jerked out of her reverie by the sharp sound, she watched the puck bounce away from her stick. She scanned the darkness where the halogen light didn’t reach. At first, all she saw were shadows. Then a figure detached itself from the gloom and skated towards her.  Her heart skidded to a stop when she recognized who it was.   
 
    “Hey,” he greeted. 
 
    It was Jace Northcott. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It had been almost three months since she’d last seen him. Twelve weeks to bury the pain of their break-up. Too many nights swearing she wouldn’t cry, even as she did cry.  The murder investigation that had led to her being shot did more than tear a hole in her shoulder. It tore a huge hole in hers and Jace’s relationship. Her shoulder was healing. Their relationship was not. 
 
    Seeing him approach, an image immediately rose up in her mind’s eye -- her standing in the middle of her cabin, watching him walk past her with his stuff.  Hearing his truck pull away.  Feeling so utterly alone, that she’d dug out her late father’s bottle of single malt scotch and contemplated following dear old dad down a well-worn path to complete oblivion. Jace was the first man in a very long time she’d begun to open her heart to. She’d long ago given up trusting in relationships, but she’d slowly begun to realize Jace was different. There were no head games; Jace was honest and loving, and it took her a while to realize that what he said, he meant.   
 
    Unfortunately, at the moment she was finally ready to completely let down her guard and engage 110% in the relationship, he’d stomped on her heart and thrown what they had away. The pain of that betrayal had been so great, she’d taken two large gulps of Dad’s scotch.   
 
    Then gagged.  And immediately put the bottle away.  
 
    The scotch soured her stomach, just as the memories of her father sitting in his sullen, drunken silences soured her mind.  No one was worth repeating a pattern that had once caused her so much heartache.   
 
    The bitterness of their break-up sent her reeling back into that place of darkness in her soul.  However, unlike the past, this time she refused to let it get the better of her. She wasn’t the first human being to be emotionally ravaged by a relationship, nor would she be the last. Shit happens and her relationship with Jace was one of those things that unfortunately happened.   
 
    She was a big girl. This was just one more experience in a lifetime of experiences. Once her shoulder healed, she’d get back into her routine, which included getting back to work. Even if things weren’t exactly back to normal, she’d carry on. She’d done it before. She’d do it again.   
 
    Now here he was, his tall, lean body skating across the ice towards her.  Easy, slow, with no hesitation, while she --?  She wasn’t sure how she felt. All she knew was that her palms were sweating inside the heavy gloves she wore, and she was holding onto her hockey stick so tightly, it was a miracle it hadn’t snapped.    
 
    He wore his forest green parka with a furry bomber hat over his dark hair. In the pool of light from the halogen lamps, she noticed he was sporting two days growth of bristles on his face.   
 
    Damn, he looks good, she thought to herself before realizing it didn’t matter how he looked.  They were over. Done with. Kaput. End of story.  
 
    “You taking up hockey again?” he asked as he crossed his arms over his upright hockey stick and quietly regarded her with his midnight blue eyes. 
 
    She had to answer him. She couldn’t stand there without saying something. Nor could she, in good conscience, beat him over the head with her hockey stick without at least saying hello first. 
 
     “It’s good therapy for the arm,” she shrugged.  
 
    “How is it?” 
 
    She shrugged a second time. “Still a bit stiff, but getting there.”  She looked past him into the dark, curiosity getting the better of her.  “Did you skate all the way over from the clubhouse?” 
 
    Jace was captain of the current roster of Night Hawks team members. They had their shack, euphemistically called the clubhouse, on the other side of Waban Pond.  Practice was every other night, though at this late hour, they should have been done hours ago.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how did you get here?” 
 
    “I parked in Doc’s driveway.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “I know. You were so pissed at missing the net, you probably wouldn’t have heard Sasquatch crashing through the forest.” 
 
    She inwardly fumed. She’d hoped to keep her lousy playing under wraps. The last thing she wanted was anyone, especially Jace, witness her failure in a sport she’d once been so good at. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked brusquely. 
 
    Instead of taking offense at her curt tone, he smiled at her.  “I came to help you improve your game.” 
 
    She sucked in her breath.  “Have you been watching me?” 
 
    “Haven’t had much of a choice. You know how I like to practice a bit longer after the guys have packed up and gone. For the past two weeks, I’ve noticed a lonely figure all the way on the other side of the pond. Now, I wouldn’t have given it much thought. Actually tried to ignore it.  Unfortunately, I kept hearing a string of curse words echoing across the ice that could only come from you. That, combined with the thwack of your hockey stick, followed by another long string of cursing finally made me curious.  So I came over to check it out.”  He leaned forward on his stick, resting his chin on his gloves.  His eyes glimmered with a mischievous twinkle.  “What do you say to a game of pick-up?”  
 
    “Won’t Mary Wallis miss you?  It’s late.” 
 
    As the poisonous words slipped from her lips, her fingers once again tightly gripped her hockey stick. She knew Rick felt terrible for letting it slip that Jace had taken up with Mary barely a month after their break-up. The town was aflame with the news that the two were thinking of moving in together.   
 
    Still, the pain she’d been feeling now found its release.  She gave him a defiant stare.  As if daring him to deny he’d been sleeping with Mary.  He looked at her for a long moment.  To her surprise, he chuckled. 
 
    “She’ll get over it.”  He reached across with his stick and expertly flipped up the puck from the icy surface, catching it in his gloved hand.  Gliding across the ice, he skated to the right side of the net and dropped the puck.  “I promise to go easy on you.” 
 
    Cammie bristled. The bastard was goading her. If she were smart, she’d turn around and leave him to freeze his ass out on the ice. She was about to excoriate him for being so presumptuous when she caught sight once again of her massive bulk reflected on the ice. Jeez, she really did look like Moby Dick. 
 
    Bouncing between saving her pride or her vanity, vanity won out.  She pivoted on her skate and called out over her shoulder, “You’re on.” 
 
    They played for 30 minutes.  At the fast pace, she was already pushing the limits of her diminished stamina. Yet, playing against a talented opponent, she found her old rhythm resurfacing.  Just before she was ready to collapse in an exhausted heap, she finally managed to hit the puck into the net.    
 
    “Yes!” she shrieked, pumping the air with her good arm.  Jubilant that she’d finally scored, and drained by her efforts, she skated over to the large, flat topped rock near the shore and gratefully plopped down.  Despite her fatigue, she felt exhilarated and more alive than she’d felt in a long time.  
 
    Jace skated up and sat down next to her.  “Not bad,” he said.  “A few more nights like this and you’ll be able to rejoin the team.” 
 
    He reached behind her and she involuntarily stiffened, expecting him to put his arm around her.  To her chagrin, she saw him pull out his backpack from behind the rock.  She turned her face so he wouldn’t see the embarrassment burning her cheeks.   
 
     “With the way I’m playing, 80 year old Elmer Fontenau could outskate and outshoot me,” she mumbled as she bent down to untie her skates.  
 
    “You’re just rusty, that’s all.  It’s been –what – fifteen years since you picked up a hockey stick?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Something like that.” 
 
    Slipping out of her skates and pulling on her boots, she felt Jace’s close proximity, the heat of his thigh pressed against hers, his parka sleeve rubbing along her own sleeve.  Out on the ice, she’d been so focused on not looking like an idiot, she’d found respite from her tangled emotions regarding her ex-boyfriend.  Despite her resolve to throw Jace into the ‘relationships that blew up’ bin and move on with her life, all those emotions now came tumbling back.  Memories of almost dying three months ago.  His name on her frozen lips as she bled out onto the snow.  Finally shedding years of mistrust to open up to him, only to have him walk past her and out their cabin door. Swearing she’d never, ever leave herself that vulnerable again. 
 
    “If you want, I’ll meet you out here same time tomorrow.”    
 
    Enraged that he could sound so casual after what had happened between them, she whirled around and glared at him. “What is this all about?” 
 
    He blinked at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Jace. You know exactly what I’m talking about. Why are you here?” 
 
    She watched as he looked out over the frozen pond for a long moment before heaving a heavy sigh, his steamed breath dissipating above their heads.   
 
    “I – um – I wanted to see you. Make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “You’ve had three months to make sure I was okay.” 
 
    “I know, I know.  I just wasn’t sure you wanted to see me.” 
 
    “What do you expect? It wasn’t me who walked out of our cabin.  It wasn’t me who took up with someone else right before Christmas. If you’ve been waiting all this time for me to apologize for what happened, you can get back in your truck and get the hell out of here right now.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to apologize.  I know you were doing your job.” 
 
    When Eli Kelley, the legendary hockey player and Twin Ponds number one son, was found murdered, Jace had unwittingly become caught in the maelstrom of the investigation. Despite Cammie’s efforts to catch the real killer, the mistrust and suspicions had ruptured their relationship.  She eyed him now with a wariness that had once been such an integral part of her, and which she thought she’d shed when she took up with the man seated next to her. 
 
    “Right.  It was ‘doing my job’ that caused you to walk out on us. What’s happened to change your mind?  Did you suddenly have an epiphany?  Or is Mary so lousy in bed that it made you think you could waltz back here and make me forget what a shit you were?”  
 
    The words were ugly. And meant to maim.  The darkness that had hovered around her for the last three months burst forth in all its ferocity.   
 
    The night air grew chillier as it picked up the frigidness in her soul.  Jace opened and closed his mouth several times, but no words came out. Cammie looked away. She was suddenly very tired.  And in no mood to continue hacking away at him with cutting remarks and angry words.  She wanted nothing more than to distance herself from all of this, from him.  
 
    She slowly got to her feet, grabbed her hockey stick, and swinging her skates over her good shoulder, started up the incline towards Doc’s house. 
 
    “I thought I could forget you!” Jace shouted, his words echoing over the frozen pond and surrounding forest.  “I thought I could move on from that whole mess with you and me and Eli and start over.  I thought Mary could help me with that. But I can’t. And she can’t.” 
 
    Cammie heard his boots crunch in the snow as he raced up the hill and planted himself squarely in her path. “You’re right. I was a shit. I was worse than a shit. I was so wrapped up in feeling sorry for myself that I didn’t realize what I was doing to you.  I’m sorry for all that and maybe you can’t forgive me.  Maybe we won’t ever be the way we were before--” he hesitated, then continued “—before what happened.  But I want – you see – what I need to say is -- aw crap!” 
 
    He grabbed her free hand.  “Look, I’m completely messing this up. But the bottom line is that I miss you, Cammie. I miss you so much, it hurts. I can’t stop thinking about you. I love you and I want you back in my life. You’re everything to me.” 
 
    Cammie felt the warmth of his touch seeping through her glove, the weight of his hands enveloping hers.  She forced herself to meet his gaze as she slipped free of his grasp.               
 
    “You’re right, Jace.  We won’t ever be the way we were before.” 
 
    She sidestepped him and continued up the hill.  A moment later, he jumped in front of her again. 
 
    “I’m sorry for not coming sooner to see you. I wanted to. I really did.  Every time I saw Doc, I asked about you.  If you don’t believe me, ask him.  He’ll tell you.  If you’d needed anything, you know I would have been there for you.  I’ve been looking after the cabin.  Plowing it out and making sure everything is okay. What happened – it was tough on both of us. You worked so hard to find Eli’s killer. I was just too stupid and stubborn to see it at the time.”  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Even if you can’t forgive me, don’t hate me.” 
 
    She saw the pleading in his eyes, heard the veracity in his words.  Her rancor and fury oozed out of her, replaced with a weary resignation.  “I don’t hate you,” she responded, a part of her acknowledging the undeniable fact that she didn’t hate him.  She thought she had.  She’d tried to convince herself that she did.   
 
    But she couldn’t. 
 
    Angry, yes.  Hurt, yes.  Disappointed, yes. 
 
    But hatred?  No. 
 
    I must be getting soft in my old age. 
 
    Jace saw the flicker of light in her eyes, and pounced on it.  “Give me another chance. Give us another chance. We can take it easy. No pressure. I can come back tomorrow and we’ll play a game of pick-up. That’s it. Just a game.  If at the end, you just want to be friends, I’ll accept that.  I’d rather have you as a friend than not have you in my life at all.” 
 
    Cammie couldn’t deny it felt good knocking the puck around with him.  At least, it would help her get back in shape. It was either that, or wear sweatpants the rest of her life.  
 
    And she hated sweatpants. 
 
    As to the appeal for friendship…she’d make no promises.  Number one priority was shedding the weight.  She’d concentrate on that.  Mention of any kind of relationship, including friendship, would be put on the backburner.    
 
    Just as she was about to tell him her decision, her cellphone buzzed in her parka pocket.  Digging it out, she saw it was Rick. 
 
    “Hey, what’s--” She was swiftly interrupted. 
 
    “We’ve got a situation here,” Rick barked over the phone.  
 
    The alarm in his voice instantly alerted her.  “Situation?” she repeated. 
 
     “Yes.  As in one huge shitstorm sized, ji-normous situation.” 
 
    In the background Cammie heard sounds that made her blood run cold.  “Is that gun fire I’m hearing?” 
 
    “Damned straight it is.  I’m over on the Pine Street cul-de-sac.  One of the residents here -  Marcy Audet - has gone completely berserko.  She’s shooting up the neighborhood. My cousin lives down the street and called me when the shooting started.  If you don’t get down here ASAP, there won’t be anything left of Pine Street.” 
 
    “On my way.”  Cammie swiftly shoved her cell into her pocket, and started up the hill when she felt a hand on her sleeve. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Jace said. 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you can’t.  But there may be people who need help.  I’m trained in CPR and I’m good at dressing wounds. I can assist Doc if need be.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment before giving a sharp nod of her head.  “Go tell Doc we need him while I get my weapon.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    As Cammie took off up the hill towards Doc’s house, she failed to see the small, satisfied smile on Jace’s face. I guess maybe she does need me a little bit after all. 
 
    And Jace failed to see the small satisfied smile on her face. 
 
    I guess they do need me around here after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the whooping of her siren, Cammie heard the crack of rifle shots almost a mile before arriving at Pine Street.  She was immediately thrown back into a memory she never thought she’d have to relive again.   
 
    The last time she’d been in a shootout was five years before when she worked as a police officer in Seattle. Her unit lost two men that day, one of whom Cammie had been quietly sleeping with. She really couldn’t call it a relationship.  It was more of a friendship with benefits.  But his loss ripped at her. That, and witnessing the killing of an eight year old boy who’d been caught in the crossfire, caused Cammie to turn in her badge, get in her car and keep driving until Boston and the Atlantic Ocean made her stop. 
 
    She shook off the images of blood splattered on rain soaked sidewalks, and drew her attention towards Rick’s vehicle parked at the entrance to the cul-de-sac.    
 
    There was something off about the street.  It took her a moment to realize that Marcy had shot out all the street lights, leaving the cul-de-sac lit only by the bright moonlight.  In the blue light thrown off by her siren, she saw the remnants of some of the mailboxes lying on the ground.  Apparently Marcy didn’t like mailboxes either. 
 
    There were five houses set around the cul-de-sac.  They were all dark, which was wise if anyone was still inside.  It was suicidal to make yourself a target if you were silhouetted by background light.  The only residence with lights on was Marcy’s.  Her house was in the center of the horseshoe.  It was a small, two story clapboard with a rickety front porch and peeling paint.  From where she sat, Cammie watched the stout woman frantically pace back and forth in the large picture window of her living room.  Between every third or fourth step, she’d throw her head back and scream at the top of her lungs.  She’d then turn the rifle upwards and shoot at the ceiling. 
 
    Already feeling overweight, the heavy bulletproof jacket she wore under her parka made her feel like a blimp.  Still, there was no way she was walking into this situation without protection.   
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Jace replied as he got out of his vehicle and approached them. They were met by Doc, who’d followed in his own car.  He was holding his medical bag, and his hair was still askew after being roused unceremoniously out of bed.   
 
    “Any idea why Marcy suddenly decided to abandon her sanity?” Doc asked. 
 
    “Maybe Rick can clue us in,” Cammie answered as the tall, slender deputy quickly ran up to them.  By the bulkiness in his parka, she knew he was wearing his vest as well.  As was his habit, Rick’s long raven black hair was tied back in a ponytail whenever he was on duty.  He saw Jace standing behind Cammie, did a double take, but wisely refrained from commenting on it.   
 
    “What’s going on here? Besides the shooting?” she asked. 
 
    “Calvin – that’s my cousin – was driving by when one of the streetlights suddenly exploded. He stopped to check it out when another streetlight exploded.  It was then he noticed Marcy in the street with her rifle.  Afraid she’d mistake him for a streetlight, he skedaddled out of there as quickly as he could and gave me a call.”  
 
    “No casualties?” 
 
    “None that I know of. As soon as she went back inside her house, everyone in the surrounding houses evacuated.  However, I’ve been seeing movement inside some of the homes.  I wouldn’t be surprised if some neighbors are still trapped, afraid to move in case she comes out again.”  
 
    “Any idea what she’s yelling about?” 
 
    “She keeps screaming about the bastards not getting her, which makes absolutely no sense to me.  I’ve tried calling out to her with the megaphone, but the only response I get is more shooting.”   
 
    “What can you tell me about her?” 
 
    “Ever since her divorce from her husband Jerry two years ago, she’s kept pretty much to herself.  She was never very nice to begin with, but the divorce made her worse. Before that though, she and Jerry used to go to all the shooting tourneys around the state. They were pretty good too.  I think they actually won a few.” 
 
    “So if she wanted to take someone out, she could do it quite easily.” 
 
    Rick nodded.  “She could do it with one eye closed and a hand tied behind her back.” 
 
    “She’s that good?” 
 
    “She’s that good.” 
 
    “Any history of alcoholism or drug abuse?” 
 
    “Not sure.  My uncle used to take part in some of those tourneys. I called him while I was waiting for you to show up. He never mentioned her drinking. He said Jerry was the one who liked his liquor.” 
 
    “Is that why they got divorced?” 
 
    “They got divorced because he couldn’t stand her nagging anymore.  In fact, last I heard he moved to California to get as far away from her as he possibly could.” Rick paused, then said, “Maybe we should call in reinforcements.” 
 
    Clarke County was the smallest county in Maine.  Because of its size, Cammie had the option of calling for help from the larger Aroostook County.  She could also call in some of the locals who acted as part-time deputies whenever the need arose.  
 
    She shook her head. “It’ll take two hours for the guys from Houlton to get here.  Nor do I want to provide Marcy with any more targets if I call in the cavalry.”   
 
    “Then what do you propose we do?  We could wait until she runs out of ammo, but that might not happen until next week.” 
 
    Cammie turned her attention back towards Marcy’s house.  It was hard to make out features in the darkness, but she discerned a chain link fence on either side separating it from the other houses, with a driveway to the right and a walkway to the left.  Behind her house lay a large empty field where kids played ball in the summer. 
 
    “Keep her focused on you. Try talking to her again with the megaphone. Just make sure you don’t get in her line of fire. While you’re doing that, I’m going to get to her through her back door.” 
 
    Rick lifted an eyebrow.  “Maybe I should do it. You’re still recovering--” 
 
    Cammie cut him off.  “Have you ever done anything like this before?” 
 
    “Uh – no.” 
 
    “I have. Now do as I say.” 
 
    Rick still had reservations, but he knew better than to voice them.  He reluctantly nodded.  “Will do.  Be careful, Cam.  It’s like she’s jacked up on something.”   
 
    She felt Jace come up beside her.  “Whatever you do, please don’t get shot.  I was looking forward to coaching you out on the ice.” 
 
    She suppressed a smart ass remark.  Instead, she nodded.  “Yeah, I’ll try my best.” 
 
    Before she could move, Doc joined the small group.  “Whatever you’re going to do, I’m not sure you should do it,” he remonstrated. 
 
    “I haven’t got any choice. Marcy can come out of that house any minute and start shooting at everyone else’s houses.  She needs to be stopped.  And,” she added swiftly as Doc was about to continue his argument, “Rick doesn’t have the experience that I do.” She softened her tone when she saw he wasn’t convinced.  “Believe me Doc, the last thing I want to do is wear out my welcome at your house by getting shot again.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Knowing there was no use in arguing any further, he reached out and gave her good arm an affectionate squeeze.  It was his version of a hug.  
 
    Cammie turned and scurried behind the furthest house from Marcy, cringing on how loud her boots sounded against the crunching of the snow.   
 
    With adrenalin fueling her, and her senses on full alert, she slowly made her way down a well-used path in the snow that snaked along the back of the houses. To her right lay a wide open field that hosted local baseball games and other events during the summer.  With the moonlight illuminating the night, she was grateful she’d put on dark clothes under her dark blue parka.  It helped her blend into the shadows.  In the distance, Rick’s voice echoed as he spoke through the megaphone. 
 
    “Marcy, this is Rick Belleveau. You know me. My uncle is Horace Belleveau.  You and Uncle Horace used to shoot together.” 
 
    “I’m tired of their bullshit!” Marcy yelled.  “I’ve been trying to avoid them for years, but they just won’t let me be!”  Once again, the sound of a rifle blast rippled across the landscape. 
 
    “We’ll protect you from whoever is threatening you.  Just put down the rifle and we can talk.” 
 
    “No one can protect me from them.  No one!  You try to help me, they’ll get you too!” 
 
    Within a few minutes, Cammie reached the back of Marcy’s house. There was a five foot chain link fence that separated the property from the field. The gate that opened into the backyard was close to the front of the house. Afraid to risk being seen by Marcy if she were to enter by the gate, Cammie had no choice but to climb over the fence. Once in the yard, she could use the shrubs as cover until she reached the back porch.    
 
    Cammie started to hoist herself over, but both the bulky vest and her own bulky weight caused her to slip and fall backwards onto her butt.   
 
    Are you kidding me? I’m so fat I can’t even get over this damned fence.  That’s it.  I’m on a diet starting right now. 
 
     It took two more efforts before she could finally get herself over the fence.  It wasn’t graceful, but at least she was in.   
 
    Standing in the deep gloom behind a small utility shed, Cammie withdrew her weapon and took a moment to steady herself.  Yes, she had experience in this type of situation, but that was five years ago.  With the exception of the murders last year, she’d only had to face irate cheaters two-timing their spouses in Boston, and drunk drivers up here in Twin Ponds.  She’d taken this job to get away from this crazy kind of violence.  Now here it was in her backyard. 
 
    She took a long, deep breath and sprinted across a shoveled path that led from the shed to the back porch. With each step, she prayed Marcy wouldn’t hear her.   
 
    Reaching the porch, she saw it was in bad need of repair. Two of the four steps were warped, and nails were sticking up on either end.   
 
    Using Rick’s voice as a cover, she tried to step gently, but despite her efforts, the stairs still creaked.  She sucked in her breath, hoping Marcy was distracted enough by the booming megaphone not to hear the crack that sounded absurdly loud in the night air.  When no response from Marcy came, she peeked in through the glass panes on the backdoor.   
 
    The kitchen took up the back of the house. The décor was straight out of the 1970s, with white metal cabinets and decorative tiles depicting a cornucopia of fruit on the wall behind the large, old fashioned sink. To the right of the door were the remains of a dark pine table, its wood shattered in pieces all over the door.  Joining it were pieces of plaster from holes in the ceiling and walls where Marcy had fired her rifle.    
 
    Looks like the last scene from Bonnie and Clyde, Cammie mused as she took in the destruction. 
 
    She heard Rick finally engage Marcy in a half coherent conversation.  Taking advantage of Marcy’s preoccupation, she turned the knob.  It was customary for people in Twin Ponds to leave their doors unlocked. Thankfully Marcy’s paranoia hadn’t filtered down to barricading herself behind deadbolts and latches.   
 
    Slipping inside, she was immediately hit with the odor of musty mold – the smell houses got when they’d been abandoned or neglected for years.  The sink was piled high with unwashed dishes, all covered with pieces of white tile where Marcy had shot out the ceiling.  Next to it, under the debris, rested a plate with a half-eaten piece of apple pie alongside a plain brown coffee mug.  
 
    Keeping an eye down the corridor that opened up to the living room where Marcy was, she crossed over to the sink and leaning over, glanced inside the mug.  There were remnants of wet loose tea in the bottom, covered now with a sheen of plaster dust.  She took a sniff, then immediately backed away.  There was no odor of alcohol, but the tea smelled like old socks.  If this was what Marcy drank that evening, no wonder she’d gone berserko. 
 
    Cammie glanced about, trying to see if there was a bottle of medicine that Marcy might have overdosed on, or perhaps put in the tea to give it that awful odor.  All she saw was pieces of plasterboard, ceiling tile and pine bits.   
 
    “You don’t get it.  You’ll never get it!” Marcy yelled out.  “They’re not after you.  But I’m a different story.  Nobody would miss me if they snatched me away.  But I ain’t gonna let that happen.  Not as long as I have my rifle with me.  They’ll have to kill me first before I let them lay a hand on me.” 
 
    Marcy’s words faded as Cammie mentally went through several scenarios on how best to subdue the older woman.  Without a trained SWAT team backing her up, she was going to have to rely on the old fashioned element of surprise. 
 
    She quietly started down the corridor when she stepped on yet another squeaky floorboard.  She froze, her heart pounding in her ears.   
 
    It was one thing to shoot a murderer or rapist.  It was another thing to shoot a 69 year old woman, even if that woman was busy gunning down her ceiling.  She held her breath and waited.  Thankfully, between Rick’s bullhorn and Marcy’s incoherent screaming, she hadn’t heard the floorboard.  Cammie slowly let the air out of her lungs and continued down the corridor.  She paused at the entrance to the front room.  Peeking around the corner, she swallowed a gasp. 
 
    Marcy had tipped the couch on its side in front of the picture window, and was barricaded behind it. The walls and ceilings were full of gaping holes. The sconces that had once adorned the fireplace lay in shattered pieces on the floor.  Marcy’s face, shoulder length gray hair and oversized yellow sweatshirt was covered with white plaster dust.  She looked more like a ghost than a human being.   
 
    Cammie pushed aside a myriad of questions that came bubbling up – what had caused Marcy to behave this way?  Why was she shooting up her house?  Who were these bastards she kept screaming about?  Instead, she waited for an opportunity to make her move.  After what seemed like hours, it arrived.   
 
    Marcy abruptly stopped pacing.  She dropped to her knees and began to reload the rifle with shells she pulled out of the front pouch of her sweatshirt.  With her back to Cammie, it was the only chance the sheriff knew she was going to get to end this situation without anyone getting shot.     
 
    Moving fast, Cammie tackled the old woman to the floor, almost gagging at Marcy’s overly ripe smell.  The rifle went flying, and it took all of Cammie’s strength to both hold onto Marcy and ignore the woman’s overpowering body odor as the woman scrambled for the weapon.  The two rolled around over broken glass and plaster bits as each struggled to gain the upper hand.  Marcy was surprisingly strong for a sixty-nine year old, and it was all Cammie could do to keep her from reaching the rifle.  Her shoulder was screaming in pain and with her strength ebbing, Cammie knew she had to do something quick to get the situation under control.  Using a wrestling maneuver she’d last had to use in Boston to subdue a shoplifter, she flipped Marcy onto her stomach where she straddled the woman and swiftly cuffed her.   
 
    “You don’t get it!” the older woman wailed.  “They’re coming to get me.  I’ve got to defend myself.  Let me out of these things, you bitch!  You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    “Nobody’s coming to get you, Marcy,” Cammie panted, shoving her nose in her sleeve as she desperately fought to catch her breath, and not breathe in any more of Marcy’s stink.   
 
    “They are!” Marcy wailed.   “Can’t you see them?  They’re right there behind you.” 
 
    Cammie struggled to her feet.  She bent over with her hands on her knees, worrying she was about to have a heart attack.  “Who is there?” she managed to gasp out between breaths. 
 
    “The damned aliens!  They’re right there!” 
 
    Cammie stared at Marcy for a moment in disbelief. 
 
    “Aliens?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes!  They want me, but I’m not going to let them get me.”  She hysterically fought against the cuffs.  “You’ve got to get these things off.  Jesus, they’re right behind you!” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, Cammie turned her head.  All she saw were holes in the wall and the remaining furniture.  Rather than engage Marcy, she flipped on her walkie talkie.  “Rick, it’s Cammie.  I’ve got the situation under control.  Over.” 
 
    “We’ll be right there.” 
 
    Finally getting her breathing under control, she helped Marcy up to a sitting position.  Where a moment before she’d been hysterical, now the old woman was silent, as though the life had completely drained out of her.  She was eerily quiet, her head hanging down, her long greasy grey hair covering her face.   
 
    Cammie gently touched her shoulder.  “Marcy, are you alright?” 
 
    There was no response.  Concerned, she heard the front door open.  A moment later, Rick, Doc and Jace entered.  While Doc went to Marcy, Rick and Jace took in the room with one glance, their eyes widening at the damage.  It was Jace who hurried over to her and gingerly touched her cheek.  “Did she shoot you?  You’re got blood on your face.” 
 
    “I do?”  She brought her hand to her face and came away with red droplets on her fingertips.  “I must have rolled over some glass while I was subduing her.”  She turned and approached Doc, watching as he tried to get a reaction from Marcy.  There was nothing.  He straightened and turned his attention to Cammie.  After examining her face, he swiftly reached into his bag and withdrew a set of long tweezers. 
 
    “Hold still.  You’ve got some glass imbedded in your cheek.” 
 
    Cammie tried not to wince as Doc expertly withdrew the glass.  He then wet her cheek with antiseptic, and put a band-aid on it. 
 
    “Is she alright, Doc?  It’s as if she’s checked out.” 
 
    “To all extent and purposes, she has.  I’m calling Mark and having her airlifted to Cary Medical. She needs more than I’m capable of giving her here in Twin Ponds.”  
 
    The hospital, located in Houlton, was a two hour drive.  In emergencies, Cammie used the services of Mark Nelsson, a local who’d learned how to fly helicopters during the Gulf War and spent twenty additional years flying rescue missions for the Coast Guard.  He now supplemented his income as a wilderness guide by continuing to act as a rescue pilot, a much needed commodity in the dense forests that surrounded Twin Ponds.    
 
    Before Cammie could respond, they heard footsteps on the front porch.  Looking up, a small crowd of neighbors filled the doorway.   
 
    “Are we safe?” a woman called out. 
 
    “Yes.  We have the situation under control.” 
 
    While Doc and Jace gently led Marcy outside, Cammie and Rick remained to ask the neighbors questions about Marcy.  No one could understand why she’d done what she’d done.  Nor could anyone remember ever seeing any visitors to Marcy’s house that would have prompted her behavior.  By the time they were done, it was nearly dawn. 
 
    After finding the keys to Marcy’s house on a hook near the front door, they locked the front and back door, then draped the outside of her home with police tape.  They now stood on the front porch taking a well-deserved breather.   
 
    “You look how I feel,” Rick quipped. 
 
    “I always feel like a million bucks after I tackle a 69 year old woman.” 
 
    “A 69 year old woman wielding a rifle.”  
 
    “What could have set her off?” Cammie mused, aloud to herself.  “The neighbors all agree she was more like a hermit. The only time they’d see her is when she came out to yell at the kids for playing ball too close to her house.  And this notion of being abducted by aliens.  It makes no sense.” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “Maybe she was watching those UFO shows on TV.  They’re always showing stories of people being abducted by aliens.” 
 
    “I’m worried about her, Rick.  You saw the way she looked when Doc took her away.  She was basically catatonic.” 
 
    “My suggestion is to forget about Marcy for a little while.  We’ll both go home, get some sleep, then look at it later today with a pair of fresh, rested eyes.” 
 
    “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time.”  As Rick walked off, Jace drove up.  He’d accompanied Doc and Marcy to the landing pad at Mark’s house to make sure they got off okay.   
 
    “Did Doc put up a fuss?” Cammie asked as Jace approached.   
 
    Doc hated to fly, especially in Mark’s helicopter.  He was known to become especially acerbic and a bit difficult to handle when those occasions arose where he couldn’t back out. Jace offered Cammie a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Let’s just say if Doc’s cursing has any power to it, I won’t be having children in this lifetime.”  He paused, then added, “I know you, Cam.  You’re never going to be able to sleep. ” 
 
    She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.  “I may not be able to sleep, but you look exhausted.” 
 
    “I’m a bit weary, that’s true. But I doubt I’ll be able to sleep either. What do you say we pop over to Zee’s and get a cup of coffee?  He’s probably up anyway.” 
 
    Still numb and exhausted over that evening’s events, Cammie had no energy to refuse.  She simply nodded, and the two headed towards their respective vehicles.  
 
      
 
    Bruce Zevon, a dead ringer for Santa Claus, was the owner of Zee’s Bar and Grille, an establishment that was the hub of Twin Ponds. Just about everyone at one time or another stopped in for Zee’s tasty meals, to drink, to play pool, or simply hang out in the friendly and convivial ambiance. In the winters, it was especially inviting, with his large stone fireplace that always crackled with a warm fire.  On the walls were prints of some of Maine’s attractions – the woods, the ocean, the beautifully scenic ponds and lakes.  It was one of Cammie’s favorite places.  It was also an excellent place to find out what was going on around town.  There was a saying among the townspeople that rang true - if Zee doesn’t know about it, it didn’t happen.   
 
    When they arrived at Zee’s, she could see him puttering about behind the bar despite the early hour.  She knocked on the glass, and he immediately let them in. 
 
    “Happy to see you two survived the apocalypse over on Pine Street,” he said as he led them towards a booth.  “In fact, I had a feeling you’d show up.  Got the coffee brewing, and the eggs and bacon on the stove.” 
 
    Despite having grown up in Twin Ponds and knowing how small towns worked, she was still nonplused that he already knew about the events at Marcy’s. 
 
    “How in heaven’s name do you know already?  It just happened,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Haven’t you realized yet I’ve got ears everywhere?” he smiled.  As Jace slid into the booth, Zee looked pointedly at her, then at Jace, then back again at her.  She rolled her eyes.  He clicked his tongue mournfully before bustling off to get them their coffee and breakfast.   
 
    She sighed deeply as she sat down opposite Jace.  
 
     “I just don’t understand it,” Jace replied. “This whole episode with Marcy, I mean.” 
 
    “You knew Marcy?” 
 
    “I’m going to know anyone who has a car.”  
 
    As Twin Ponds’ mechanic extraordinaire, he had a point. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Cammie questioned. 
 
    “I know she had a reputation for being a Class A bitch, but she was never that way with me.” 
 
    “Probably because she needed you to keep her car running.” 
 
    “No, it was more than that. She’d come in after everybody had gone home and sit with me while I worked on her car.  She’d tell me about herself.” 
 
    This was a revelation. The way Rick had described her, Cammie believed Marcy would rather kill herself than interact with anyone.   
 
    “Her husband leaving completely devastated her,” Jace continued.  “They were high school sweethearts. When she found out he was cheating on her, she admitted she went a little crazy, doing stuff she realized she shouldn’t have done.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Stalking him, leaving nasty messages on his phone. She wanted so much to save her marriage, even if she went about it the wrong way.  Didn’t do any good though.  He ended up going to California with the woman he’d left Marcy for.  She tried to pick up her life by fostering abandoned animals, but it never filled the hole in her heart.”  Jace glanced at her.  “She was a broken woman, Cam.  Which is why I let her sit there and talk as much as she wanted.  Or needed.” 
 
    “Rick said the mess with Jerry happened two years ago. That’s a long time between the divorce and her taking a rifle and trying to take out her neighborhood.  It’s possible she spent all this time stewing about it, but still…”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. Loneliness is like a cancer, isn’t it?  It doesn’t kill you all at once, but slowly, over time, it eats away at you until there’s nothing left.  Maybe that’s what happened to Marcy. Her anger and frustration built up over time until it finally exploded.  The alien thing may have been the excuse she needed to let all hell break loose.” 
 
    Cammie sat back, stilled by his profound words.  It was amazing that despite having lived with him for a little over a year, loving him and sharing the essence of who she was with him in that other life, he still had the capacity to surprise her.  She quietly digested what he said before asking, “Did Marcy ever mention aliens to you?”   
 
     “I don’t think--” Suddenly, he grew quiet.  “Actually, you know, she did.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “It was the last time I changed her oil.  Let me see.  I can check the receipts at the garage, but I’m pretty sure it was about two weeks ago.  She was telling me about this movie she’d seen on TV.  It had to do with alien abductions, and it was based on a true story.  She said it frightened her so much, she slept that night with all the lights on.” 
 
    “Do you remember the name of the movie?” 
 
    “Sure do. You and I saw it last year.  They’re Here.” 
 
    Cammie remembered the movie. Atmospheric and creepy, it told the story of a woman whose child had been abducted by the greys, the aliens with the huge black eyes.  The police suspected she had murdered her daughter until the greys came for her. As much as Cammie hated to admit it, the film had left her uneasy.  If it weren’t for Jace, she probably would have slept with all the lights on as well.  
 
     “So she was afraid of aliens. Well,” he continued, “everybody’s afraid of something.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “Yeah?  What are you so afraid of?”  Her chuckle died in her throat when Jace slid his hand across the table and touched her fingers with his. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re never going to forgive me, and we’re going to spend the rest of our lives playing this game of pretending everything’s fine and we’re just friends.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t know what to say. Words froze, and her heart raced in her chest.  She wasn’t good at this stuff.  Wasn’t good at finding the best way to express emotions that were still galloping out of control.  She stared down at his hand – she didn’t have the guts to look him in the face.  Nor to move her hand. 
 
    “I say it again, Cam.  I shouldn’t have walked out the way I did.  You needed me.  It didn’t take me long to realize I needed you.  But I was afraid that too much damage had been done.”  Jace leaned forward and tried to catch her eye.  “I’ve learned a lot about myself these months we’ve been apart.  I state here categorically that no matter what happens in the future, I’ll never leave your side again.  But you need to give me that opportunity.  Give us both a second chance. We were good before.  We’ll be better now.”  He sat back and unexpectedly sang, “You don’t what you’ve got til it’s gone.” 
 
    “Joni Mitchell was singing about a parking lot,” Cammie murmured. 
 
    “She was singing about paradise being paved over by a parking lot.  I guess I was the bulldozer that paved over paradise.  But you want to know something?  You can always break up the pavement and get back to the paradise underneath.” 
 
    For a frightening moment, Cammie couldn’t breathe.  She started to panic until she realized she’d been holding her breath. She slowly let it out, knowing in that second how cornered animals felt. There was no way out. She didn’t want to deal with this.  Not now.  But when would she?  Could she continue to run away and not face the situation?  Were they both to remain in limbo forever because she lacked the courage to face her own demons?  He’d apologized.  How much more did she want from him? 
 
    How much more was she going to torture herself? 
 
    “I – um…” she started.  She paused, then lifted her eyes – not to look at Jace – she couldn’t do that yet – but to look out the window onto Main Street.  She watched people beginning to stir, living their lives, going about their business.  Getting on with the task of getting on.  Shit, why was it that this man had a better handle on his emotions than she did?  The magazines all said it was the other way around. Women were supposed to be the ones who were more in touch with their feelings.  Jeez, she was a freak. 
 
    The moment of silence lengthened.  
 
    To her immense relief, the silence was mercifully shattered when Zee showed up with two plates of steaming scrambled eggs, generous helpings of Canadian bacon, toasted sourdough bread lathered with butter, and two large mugs of steaming coffee.  He put the plates in front of them, lifting an eyebrow at Cammie as he sensed the tension between the two of them.  Before he could walk off, the sheriff seized the opportunity of Zee’s presence to diffuse the strain between Jace and herself. 
 
    “Zee, what can you tell me about Marcy?” 
 
    Zee tilted his head and absently stroked his white, Santa Clause-like beard.  “Not much I’m afraid.  She kept to herself a lot, especially after Jerry left her.  Cranky, unapproachable, nasty temper.”  He shrugged.  “I guess that’s what happens when you don’t get on with your life.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and left, leaving Cammie with the uneasy feeling that his last remark may have been directed at her.  She glanced at Jace and saw him quietly watching her.  The tension between them went up a notch. 
 
     “Well, I don’t know about you, but aliens always make me hungry,” Cammie chirped in false gaiety. Grabbing her fork, she lowered her head and dug into her food. 
 
    Jace knew exactly what she was doing, but it didn’t bother him. He had what Cammie lacked – patience.  If it took all year to get her to see they belonged together, he could wait. And keep manipulating events so they’d have to be in each other’s company.  Sooner or later she was going to realize how much she missed him and, more importantly, how much she still loved him.  She just had to come to that realization herself.  And she would. 
 
    He smiled inwardly as he too dug into his breakfast. 
 
      
 
    After finishing their meals, Cammie felt much better physically and mentally.   
 
    “How much do we owe you?” Cammie asked Zee as she and Jace slid out of the booth. 
 
    “It’s on the house for saving civilization at the Pine Street cul-de-sac.” 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    They stepped out on the street.  Before things could get awkward again, Jace raised his hand and waved.  “See you around,” he said before he turned and walked towards his truck.   
 
    “Um, yeah.  See you,” she replied as she watched him drive away.   
 
    Was it ever going to get to a point where it wouldn’t be so awkward with him?  
 
    That’s up to you.  
 
    Cammie inwardly growled at that little voice inside her head that told her exactly what she didn’t want to hear.   
 
    She drove down the two city blocks, and pulled into the parking lot behind headquarters. 
 
    Twin Ponds’ police station was located in a small brick building midway up Main Street, the main thoroughfare that housed most of the town’s small businesses.   
 
    When the town was incorporated in the 1860s after serving as a center for the logging industry that once ruled inland Maine, the building had housed a mercantile shop.   It still retained remnants of the shop, with its large counter at the entrance behind which Rick and Emmy sat at their respective desks.  Down a short corridor was Cammie’s glass enclosed office.  Further down the corridor, an interrogation room and two jail cells were located.                  
 
    Unlocking the door and letting herself in through the back, Cammie took off her parka and hung it up in her office.  She hadn’t been in her office since the shooting, and the sight of the immaculate desk, her phone and computer brought a sense of calm to her.  Just the smell of the station made her feel good.  She enjoyed her job, enjoyed her staff and despite not quite being up to her full strength, or the sad circumstances that had brought her here, she was nevertheless happy to be back.   
 
    She continued towards the front of HQ where her eyes were immediately drawn to the large front window.  There, for all to see, was Emmy’s holiday tree blinking away, its red lights refracting bands of rainbows across the pane of glass.  With Valentine’s Day on the horizon, Emmy had decorated the red plastic four foot tree with dozens of red hearts and small glass cupids.   
 
    When Cammie was first elected sheriff, she’d marveled at all the decorations and different colored trees Emmy owned.  She had an orange tree for Halloween/Thanksgiving, green for Christmas, pink for Easter, this red one for Valentine’s Day and so on. It must have cost the young woman a small fortune purchasing all the ornaments, much less finding the appropriate ones to celebrate the major holidays.  Accustomed to only a green Christmas tree, she wasn’t quite sure how she felt about all these other types of holiday trees.  Yet, seeing the pleasure it gave Emmy to put them up, and realizing it was the perfect way to always know what holiday was coming up, Cammie quickly grew to enjoy the unique tradition.   
 
    Except this one. She hadn’t been particularly looking forward to Valentine’s Day and thought she could avoid the whole holiday by staying holed up in Doc’s house.  But the events of that day served to bring her back to work and face the tree that spoke of love and hope. 
 
    She turned her back to it as she noticed Rick sitting at his desk.   
 
     “Couldn’t sleep either, eh?” she asked.  
 
    “Nope.  You?” 
 
    “No.  Went over to Zee’s for breakfast.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business, but no, I wasn’t alone.” 
 
    Rick grinned, but refrained from commenting.  No point jeopardizing the precarious situation.   “No word from Doc?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet. Hopefully Marcy is okay. After Emmy gets here, I think you and I should head back to her place and see if we can find anything that could explain why she went off the deep end.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Cammie had no sooner finished speaking when the door to HQ burst open and Emmy raced in.  She ran up to Cammie and threw her plump arms around the sheriff’s waist.   
 
    “Oh my God, Sheriff!  I just heard what happened.  Are you and Rick alright?” 
 
    Unable to breathe from Emmy’s tight grip, Cammie gently disengaged herself.  “We’re fine.  And before you ask, I got a cut on my cheek from some glass.  It’s nothing serious.” 
 
    Emmy didn’t look convinced.  It took all of Cammie’s powers of persuasion to convince the young woman she was fine.  As she was finishing up, her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Doc.  She swiftly answered. 
 
    “Hey, Doc.  How is Marcy?  Has she come out of it yet?”  
 
    She heard Doc sigh at the other end.  Her stomach tightened, dread washing over her.                “I’m afraid I have some bad news, Cammie,” he replied, weariness punctuating every word.  “Marcy passed away ten minutes ago.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie was stunned.  Seeing the shock on her face, Rick and Emmy gathered close to her.  “How is that possible?” she forced herself to ask. 
 
    “It was all too much for her. Her heart gave out. I’m going to stay and assist in the autopsy.  I’ll let you know what I find, if anything.” 
 
     She quietly thanked him and slid the phone into her parka pocket.   
 
    “Marcy’s dead,” she announced.  Emmy gasped as Rick plopped back in his chair in disbelief.  “Doc says her heart gave out.” 
 
    No one knew what to say.  They were each dazed, each saddened by the unexpected news.  It was Cammie who finally broke the silence.  She turned to Emmy, only to find her ashen and shaking. 
 
    “Emmy, are you alright?” 
 
    The young woman numbly nodded.  Cammie led her to her desk, located across the aisle from Rick’s, and sat her down.  “Is there anything I can get you?” 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  “I’m just – I can’t…”  She looked up at Cammie, her eyes brimming with unshed tears.  “Things like this just don’t happen in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Unfortunately things like this happen everywhere, including Twin Ponds.”  She leaned forward and gently rested her hand on Emmy’s shoulder.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Emmy took a deep breath, and forced a smile on her face.  “I guess the idea of someone shooting at you and Rick shocked me more than I thought.  I’m fine.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go home.” 
 
    The young woman shook her head adamantly.  “I’ll go crazy there.  It’s better I stay here and work.  It will keep my mind focused.” 
 
     “In that case, when you’re feeling up to it, could you please track down Marcy’s ex-husband, Jerry?  I believe he’s living in California.  I’d like to let him know before the news reaches gossip central.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to the inhabitants of Twin Ponds, Emmy was an accomplished hacker.  In less than five minutes, she handed Cammie Jerry’s number.   
 
    It was 6 am on the west coast, but Cammie decided to place the call anyway.  She removed a yellow pad from her desk, then took a long, steadying breath.  This was the least favorite part of her job, and she prepared herself as best she could for the grief and disbelief that usually followed a call of this kind.  When Jerry answered, he sounded wide awake.  Obviously he was a morning person.  After introducing herself, she gently let him know the bad news, at first omitting the part about aliens.  Waiting for an outburst, she was a little taken aback when none came.  In fact, Jerry sounded very matter of fact about the whole thing.  
 
    “You believe in karma, Sheriff?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, sorta.  Maybe.  Not sure.” 
 
    “You should.  What goes around comes around.  And Marcy had a lot coming around.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Marcy was a bitter woman.  She never accepted the divorce.  Made my life a living hell.” 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    “Throughout our marriage, she constantly accused me of cheating on her.  It wasn’t true, but she wouldn’t let up.  It got to a point where every time we were together, it ended up in a shouting match.  She even turned physical.  I can’t tell you how many times I barely dodged being clocked on the head with a book or a frying pan.  There’s only so much a man can take, so I finally left.” 
 
    “With the woman you were cheating on Marcy with.” 
 
    There was a long silence.  Cammie thought he’d hung up on her.  Just as she was about to say something, Jerry spoke up, his voice defensive.  “That’s what happens when you constantly accuse someone of cheating.  Since she was so gung-ho on believing I was screwing around, I might as well reap the benefits.” 
 
    Cammie had to admit there was a perverse logic to his statement. 
 
     “Did she ever threaten you with a gun?” 
 
    “All the time.  At first I thought she was just mouthing off.  But after a while, I started to get a bit nervous.  You never know about these things, and she was just crazy enough to actually pull the trigger during one of our arguments.  Or worse.  Shoot me while I was sleeping.” 
 
    “What happened after you left?” 
 
    “She started stalking me.  She’d call me up at all hours, screaming and insulting me.  If I didn’t answer the phone, which I stopped doing after a while, she’d leave the most god awful messages, calling me all sorts of obscene names.” 
 
    “Did you get the impression she was drinking when this happened? Or perhaps taking drugs?” 
 
    “I doubt it.  Marcy was allergic to booze. And she was fanatically against drugs.  She had a brother who overdosed in the seventies.   She never touched the stuff.” 
 
    “Do you know if she had a heart condition?” 
 
    “She did have a heart murmur.” 
 
    Cammie paused, then asked, “Jerry, I know this is going to sound strange.  But do you know if Marcy – um – had a fear about being abducted by aliens?” 
 
    A loud bellow of laughter erupted through the phone line.  “Aliens?  Ha!  That’s a good one.  There was only one thing Marcy was afraid of.  And that was me getting away from her.  Finally did it, though it took me going all the way to California to do it.” 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke to her?” 
 
    “Oh, about six months ago.  She was ticked that I was late with her alimony check.  In fact, I wasn’t late, and I have the certified receipt to prove it.  She got it two days later.” 
 
    “She tell you that?” 
 
    “Hell, no.  Marcy wouldn’t apologize even if she was being tortured.  I knew she’d gotten it because I checked my balance online and saw that she’d cashed it.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else who should be notified of her death?” 
 
    “Just me.” 
 
    “I’ll have Doc notify you when he’s ready to release the body.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I paid enough while she was alive. I ain’t paying another cent now that she’s dead.”   
 
    Taken aback, Cammie had no response to that. Disgusted by Jerry’s behavior, she thanked him tersely for his time and hung up. She then sat back in her chair, deep in thought. If Marcy didn’t drink or take drugs, what had caused the breakdown?  Had the divorce completely unhinged her?  Or was it as Jace had suggested?  A case of chronic loneliness?   
 
    Depression seemed to be more like it.  If that moldy smell was any indication, she’d stopped taking care of the house, and she’d certainly stopped taking care of herself.  Could love really make someone give up completely on themselves? 
 
    The thought conjured up a memory that Cammie quickly brushed aside. She leaned over her desk, and rubbed her temples as a headache flared up to match the pain in her shoulder.     
 
    “Were you able to reach Mr. Audet?”  
 
    Cammie looked up and saw Emmy standing at the door.  “Yes I did. And if Marcy went nuts because she still loved him, she’s crazier than I thought.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Cammie waved her hand at her.  “Never mind.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” the young woman asked.  “You suddenly don’t look very well.  Please don’t get mad, but maybe you kinda overdid it today.” 
 
    “I probably did. I’ll just pop a few aspirin and I should be fine.” 
 
    “I’ve got something better.” Emmy turned on her heel and hurried away.  A few moments later she returned, holding a steaming mug.  “Drink this,” she ordered.  Cammie took the mug, the aroma of spearmint in her nostrils.  “It’s a tea that’s especially made to get rid of pain.  I drink it when – well, you know, when it’s that time of the month.” 
 
    Cammie shrugged and emptied the mug.  She gave it back to Emmy, thanked her and stood up.  “Rick and I are heading over to Marcy’s house.  Call me if anything comes up.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    As Cammie and Rick left the office, they missed the look of deep concentration cross Emmy’s round cherubic face. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the downstairs, you check upstairs.” 
 
    Arriving at Marcy’s house, Cammie was dismayed to find the snow around the residence trampled down by scores of bootprints, despite the police tape.   
 
    “People can’t help themselves,” Rick replied when Cammie complained.  “Stuff like this doesn’t happen very often around here. They’re bound to be curious. Thank God you knew enough to lock the doors.” 
 
    Letting themselves in through the front door, Cammie and Rick slowly stepped over the shattered pieces of tile and ceiling that lay strewn about the entire downstairs.  In the light of day, the damage looked worse than it had the night before.   
 
    Glancing about, she was once again baffled as to what could make the woman do what she did.  Even if she was still angry over the divorce, was that enough to make her go off the deep end and believe she was being attacked by aliens?  Could it really be a movie that had triggered her behavior? With Marcy dead, it was going to be more difficult to figure out that little piece of the puzzle.  
 
    While Rick checked out the second floor, Cammie entered the kitchen. She looked in the cupboards and saw the usual staple of goods – a bag of sugar, canned goods, two boxes of cereal, old and slightly chipped glass and dishware. There was, however, no sign of liquor.  Despite what Jerry had said, two years had passed since he’d seen her.  It was entirely possible that despite her allergies, she’d turned to booze or pills to cope with her loneliness and depression.  She wondered if Rick would find any medications upstairs in the bathroom, or in Marcy’s bedroom.    
 
    Making her way towards the fridge, Cammie felt a thought tugging at her, something she should be noticing.  But it was just beyond reach.  Experience told her to let it go.  When it wanted to be heard, it would push its way forward again.   
 
    As she inspected the paltry items in the fridge, she noticed the tea Emmy had given her had done its job.  She no longer had a headache, nor did her shoulder ache, and she felt as clear headed as she did before the whole incident with Marcy took place. 
 
    She was just finishing her inspection of the fridge and pantry when Rick entered.   He was frantically swiping the sleeves of his parka before erupting in a loud sneeze. 
 
    “Jeez, Marcy could corner the market on dust.” 
 
    “Find anything interesting?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Impossible to tell.  The woman was a hoarder. She’s got two bedrooms upstairs filled top to bottom with garbage bags full of crap. I’ve never seen so much junk in my life. One garage sale and she would have been set up for life.”  He paused.  “I think I know what set her off.” 
 
    “You do?” Cammie asked incredulously.   
 
    “Sure do.  Don’t you smell the mold in the air?  Mold is bad for you.  I bet it did something to her brain cells.  Probably shriveled them up or something.  You can’t function if you don’t have enough brain cells.  Everybody knows that.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” Cammie replied slowly.  “Did you at least find anything interesting on her night stand or medicine cabinet?” 
 
    Rick sneezed again.  “No on both counts.  She had a bottle of aspirin, some toothpaste and toothbrushes that were so nasty, I thought I was going to hurl.  The nightstand had a stack of books that haven’t seen a dust cloth since 1865.  And before you ask, they weren’t about aliens.  They were classics, like Gone With the Wind and Oliver Twist and stuff like that.”  Rick shivered as he scratched his neck and cheeks.  “God, I hope I don’t get fleas.  That upstairs ought to be condemned!” 
 
    “If you overlook the debris, it’s cleaner down here.  Why don’t you take a look while I check out upstairs.” 
 
    “If you don’t return in ten minutes, I’m calling in the SWAT team.  Her dust bunnies are the size of a T-Rex.” 
 
    Cammie laughed as she turned and made her way upstairs.  Rick, however, hadn’t been exaggerating.  In the first bedroom, there was no furniture.  Just bags of clothing, yarn, old newspapers, dusty books and countless other things piled from floor to ceiling.  The bathroom was just as Rick had described.  Just the sight of the toothbrushes almost made Cammie hurl as well.  Marcy’s bedroom was no better. 
 
    How can someone sleep in a place like this? 
 
    There was a thin path through the bulging black garbage bags that led from the doorway to the queen size bed.  Every corner of the room was taken up with piles of clothes thrown haphazardly about.  The bed and nightstand looked to be from the 70s, scratched and worn from years of use. The air was dead and full of dust, and she soon found herself sneezing as well.  Glancing at the bed, she saw the bedsheets were in dire need of a wash. 
 
    The atmosphere was suffocating and disheartening.  She poked in some of the bags, only to find more clothes. There were, however, no signs of medicine or liquor.   
 
    She went back downstairs, meeting up with Rick in the kitchen. 
 
    “Man, if I had to live like this, I’d probably be seeing aliens too,” he said as he frantically wiped away dust and cobwebs from his parka.  “If this is what love does to people, I’ll stick to my revolving door policy.” 
 
    Cammie had long ago given up trying to keep track of Rick’s incredibly busy love life.  A relationship in Rick’s eyes was one that lasted more than a week.  Yet, despite that, she marveled at his ability to stay friends with all his exes.  She couldn’t even relax in the presence of her only ex.    
 
    She pushed the thought of Jace out of her mind, and stood in the middle of the kitchen.   
 
    Once again she felt that prickling at the back of her neck. She knew she was missing something, but what was it?  She allowed her eyes to roam around the kitchen once more.   
 
    “I can’t imagine being so down on yourself that you can’t even wash your dishes. I mean, it was just her living here.  How much effort does it take to wash a plate and a knife and fork?” 
 
    That’s it! 
 
    Cammie walked up to the sink, and looked at the spot where she’d spied the half-eaten piece of apple pie the night before.   
 
    “Rick, did you touch anything here?” 
 
    “And risk catching the bubonic plague? Are you kidding? I’m not touching anything in this filthy house.  Why?” 
 
    “Because last night when I came in here, there was a mug with remnants of some kind of smelly tea in it.”  She looked up at Rick.  “Now it’s gone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was lunchtime.  Wrapped up in her deep purple parka, with its matching purple hat and gloves that she’d knitted herself, Emmy stepped out to grab a sandwich at Zee’s.   
 
    Emmy was a stickler for matching all her outfits.  No matter what color sweater and slacks she wore, she always made sure to have a color coordinated ribbon in her long, light brown hair.  She’d worn purple that day because purple always made her happy. 
 
    It wasn’t working today. 
 
    Deep in thought, she didn’t notice as she walked past Zee’s.  And kept on walking.  The conscientious part of her fretted that the front desk was unmanned; Cammie and Rick were still out at Marcy’s, and she should be at her desk in case a call came in.  Yet a crippling weight of worry settled uneasily on the twenty-two year old’s shoulders that caused her to unconsciously imitate The Day of the Dead as she trudged, zombie-like down Main Street.   
 
    Should she have said something? Was it right to say nothing? But if she did say something, could she live with Cammie and Rick’s reaction?  Should she even care so much?  She was allowed to do what she wanted in her private life.  It didn’t interfere with her job.  That was a world apart. 
 
    Actually, it isn’t.  You knowingly brought it into HQ. 
 
    Only once, though.  It was only once.  She hadn’t done it since, nor did she plan to.  It had been stupid to do it in the first place, and she wasn’t going to repeat it again. 
 
    Emmy sighed, her breath billowing up in swirls around her face.  It was hard to accept the news that Marcy was dead.  She’d thought of the older woman as the type of individual who would live forever. She’d be like those creatures in the horror movies Emmy loved to watch that grew stronger as they devoured other people’s souls, sucking anyone who came into her orbit of any joy or happiness.                 
 
    What a terrible thing to think, Emmy scolded herself.  She wasn’t a nice person, but she didn’t deserve to die the way she did. 
 
    Which brought her to the question she’d grappled with ever since she’d heard the news.  Just what happened to Marcy? At least she now knew why the old woman hadn’t shown up last night.  Had her sourness and negativity finally driven her bonkers?  It wasn’t hard to imagine.  Living alone, her hatred of everything feeding in on itself.  Despite her cantankerousness, it was still difficult to conceive of Marcy grabbing a rifle and trying to shoot out the neighborhood.  Could loneliness do that to a person?  Had Marcy been lonely?  She must have been to trek out to the meetings every month.  She never contributed anything, unless you considered her spiteful remarks as some sort of contribution.  And when Emmy thought about it, it frightened her to think that of all people, it was that bullying old woman who made the effort to come to their meetings, no matter how cold or nasty the weather got.  What was that saying she’d heard someone on TV say?  A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.   
 
    Emmy slowed her step as a distressing thought occurred to her.  Is that what happened to Marcy? Had she tried something she shouldn’t have tried and paid the consequences?  As the sheriff was always telling her, every action has a consequence.  In Marcy’s case, the consequences had turned tragic.    
 
    Emmy remembered the first time she met Marcy. It was last year at the beginning of autumn, before all that mess with the Sheriff and Jace and Eli Kelley had taken place.  Autumn was her favorite time of year, when the leaves burst forth in spectacular colors, and the nights somehow felt magical as the calendar headed towards Halloween.   
 
    She’d heard through the grapevine of a group of women who met once a month, discussing a subject she’d always been interested in.  Anxious to learn more, she’d arrived a little late, and had no choice but to sit next to Marcy.  She’d seen her around town, but didn’t know her very well.  However, sitting down in the last unoccupied seat in the circle, she’d been overcome by the ripe, moldy smell of the woman.  She snuck a glance, and almost gagged at the sight of the black dirt under Marcy’s fingernails, and the dingy, food stained blue scarf she wore wrapped around her neck.  If she could have found a way to leave without embarrassing herself, she would have run out that very moment. 
 
    Marcy glared at the young woman seated next to her. Sensing a fresh new victim, she instantly started in on Emmy’s choice of wardrobe – a maroon sweater, black pants and a black and maroon ribbon in her long hair. 
 
    “You trying to be some kind of a human doll with that damned ribbon in your hair?  Looks ridiculous.  You’re not two years old anymore,” Marcy had snapped.   
 
    Emmy didn’t know what to say.  Or do.  So she did nothing, even as she felt the heat rise up her neck and envelope her face.  She peeked at the other ladies, wondering how they’d react to the exchange. She loathed being the center of attention, and this smelly old lady was embarrassing her.  But if they’d heard anything, they weren’t admitting to it.  No one looked up from what they were doing.  No one made a remark.  Yet they couldn’t be deaf.  The room was too small.   
 
    It slowly occurred to Emmy that they were doing what they probably always did when Marcy spoke up. They ignored her. It was safer not to engage.  To counter would give the beast more reason to suck her dry of the joyful anticipation she’d felt in coming there that night.  She therefore sat quietly, praying Marcy would keep her mouth shut, while wondering if she’d made a mistake in even showing up. 
 
    By the end of the evening, she’d softened her resolve never to come back.  With the exception of Marcy, she liked these women. They took her in without questions. They listened to her – not that she spoke very much; she was too unsure of herself for that. But when she did tentatively venture to give an opinion, they listened.  And didn’t ridicule.  They made her feel that what she had to say was important.  They treated her like an equal.  Just like the Sheriff and Rick.  Which brought her right back to her present dilemma.   
 
    The temperatures hovered around zero, and it took Emmy a while to realize that, despite her thick gloves and boots, she was frozen through.  She looked up to discover, to her surprise, that she was about a mile from HQ, walking through the residential area that backed up to Main Street.   
 
    “Oh great,” she said aloud to herself as she considered the prospect of trudging back.  “I’m already freezing.” 
 
    There was nothing left to do but turn around, hoping she’d still feel her toes by the time she got back to HQ.  
 
    She was about a quarter of the way there when she heard a vehicle coming down the road.  A moment later she heard her name called. 
 
    “Hey, Emmy!  What are you doing way out here?” 
 
    Emmy turned and saw two familiar faces looking at her from the rolled down window of a Toyota Camry.   
 
    Lydia Costas was 23 years old, a year older than Emmy.  She had long, blonde hair that she always kept braided down her back.  On top of her head, she wore hats of her own creation.  As an avid knitter herself, Emmy quietly winced whenever she saw holes in Lydia’s hats where she’d missed a stitch. Sometimes several stitches.  Then there was her choice of colors.  Lydia was what Emmy would have regarded as color challenged.  If there were any two or three colors that were sure to clash, Lydia would pick them for her hats.  Today she was wearing a blinding shade of chartreuse mixed with brown and bright pink.   
 
    At least she’ll be easy to find in a blizzard. 
 
    Beth Davis was the same age as Lydia.  The two had met in nursery school, and become inseparable ever since.  They even lived near each other in a small apartment complex Mayor Bill Barnes was instrumental in building to cater to the sportsmen he hoped would flock to Twin Ponds to take advantage of its hunting, fishing and cross country skiing activities.  He rented out the apartments by the week, though he allowed some apartments to be rented year round at reasonable prices.  Beth and Lydia lived on opposite sides of the complex, but still near enough to walk to each other’s homes when the weather was warm. 
 
    Beth was, as usual, wearing her usual monotone colors of black and gray.  Emmy surmised it was in keeping with her desire to blend in and not call attention to herself.  Where Lydia was gregarious and friendly, Beth was retiring and quiet.  It was a shame because if one studied Beth, they’d notice how pretty she really was.  With ruddy cheeks and blonde hair that cascaded down her back, she could be more attractive if she carried herself with confidence.   
 
    There was an added component to their relationship that Emmy found touching.  Whether it started when they were young Emmy couldn’t be sure, but Lydia was very protective of her shy friend, who always blushed a deep shade of crimson whenever she was asked for an opinion at the meetings.  It was then that Lydia would swoop in and help her friend out, deflecting the attention that she knew Beth hated onto herself.   
 
    She’d met the two young women at the monthly meetings, and was immediately drawn to them.  Maybe it was because they were close in age and the youngest in a group of strong, opinionated older women.  They shared many of the same interests, so much so that they’d begun meeting at Lydia’s every Friday night for pot luck dinner and a showing of their favorite horror movies.   
 
     “You’re upset,” Lydia stated categorically as soon as she saw Emmy’s face.   
 
    Emmy had long ago become accustomed to Lydia’s uncanny ability to zero in on how a person was feeling, even if no words were spoken.  Rather than deny the obvious, she nodded. 
 
    “Climb in.  We were on our way to Zee’s to grab some lunch. We can all eat together.” 
 
    Although Emmy was technically on duty and should be at her desk, for once she didn’t care.  She really was upset and cold, and just wanted to sit with someone who could understand what she was feeling, without going into detail. 
 
    The lunch crowd was starting to build when they walked into Zee’s.  Emmy and Beth sat at a table near the roaring fireplace while Lydia went up to the bar to order some sandwiches.  Five minutes later, they were sipping hot cocoa, the heat from the fire finally melting the cold from Emmy’s limbs. 
 
    Lydia waited a few moments before fixing her large grey eyes on Emmy. 
 
    “Is it what happened to Marcy?” she asked, while Beth absently curled a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. 
 
    Emmy looked down at the hot cocoa and uttered a long, deep sigh. 
 
    “Sort of.  I mean, who would have ever thought she’d take a rifle and do what she did?  Like, I know she was a bit flaky--” 
 
    “Certifiable was more like it,” Lydia remarked.  
 
    “Yeah.  Still…” 
 
    Lydia reached over and placed her hand over Emmy’s.  “That’s really not what’s bothering you though, is it?” 
 
    Emmy hesitated before uttering another long sigh.  “I shouldn’t have done it, Lydia.  Rick is – I don’t know. It was stupid to try. It’s never going to work.” 
 
    Lydia sat back. “You just don’t have enough trust.  Everything’s possible, Em.  You just need to have faith.” 
 
    Beth nodded sagely.   
 
      
 
    They bagged the remains of the apple pie and after making sure the back door was still locked, Cammie and Rick scoured the entire house from top to bottom, but the mug was gone.  Nor could they find another entrance that would have been used to get inside Marcy’s house.  By the end of the search, they were both coughing so badly from the dust and mold, they practically ran out of the house.  They stood on the porch and took in deep lungfuls of cold, clean air. 
 
    “That calls for hazardous pay,” Rick croaked.  “Next time I go in there, I’m renting a HazMat suit.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t answer.  Instead, she went to the four houses in the cul-de-sac and asked if they’d seen anyone enter the house since that morning.  Many of the neighbors admitted the house had been surrounded by curiosity seekers, but no one took any notice if someone actually found a way inside.    
 
    She and Rick sat in her Explorer with the heat on full blast.  She absently tapped her lip with her fingertip, deep in thought.   
 
    “You think someone stole the mug as a souvenir or something?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Obviously someone must have gotten inside to grab it. It’s always possible Marcy gave somebody a key to her house. She was an elderly woman living alone.  Even being anti-social, she still may have had enough sense to give someone a key in case something happened to her.  I’ll have to call Jerry and see if he knows the answer to that.” 
 
    “How do you know only the mug was taken?  There’s so much shit in that place, you could have a hundred people take stuff and it wouldn’t even make a dent.” 
 
    “True.  Still…”  Cammie took out her cellphone and dialed.  A moment later, Doc answered. 
 
    “Are you ordering a toxicology report on Marcy?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course I am.  What do you think I am?  Some kind of amateur?”  He abruptly hung up. 
 
    Rick turned in his seat and stared at Cammie.  “You thinking someone put something in her tea?  That’s why the mug is missing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe it was severe depression that made her go nuts.  Or maybe she was helped.  At least we’ll be able to rule out that possibility if the report comes back negative.” 
 
    Rick stared out the Explorer’s window.  “Until that happens, I’m sticking to my mold theory.  You can’t mess with mold.  No sir.  That stuff is beyond toxic!”    
 
      
 
    As much as she loathed talking to him again, Cammie had no choice but to call Jerry again and ask about the key.  He knew nothing about it.  As Cammie hung up the phone, she decided to put this case aside until the toxicology reports came in, although she was beginning to suspect they might come back negative.  She’d pretty much made up her mind that it was severe depression that caused Marcy to finally snap.  She knew only too well how much depression could wreak havoc with a person’s life.  
 
    It had, after all, killed her mother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lone chair in the middle of the circle somehow looked obscene.  None of the women wanted to admit how hard they’d once tried not to get stuck sitting next to that chair.  They’d do everything in their power to arrive early so they could sit as far away from that chair as possible.  But now that the chair was empty, and would remain empty, it made them sad.  And regretful.  And yes, even though they would never say it, relieved. 
 
    It was a few nights after the incident with Marcy. Emmy sat opposite the empty chair and although she tried not to look, her eyes were continually drawn to it.  Were they really going to leave it there?  As some kind of weird memorial?  Hopefully wherever Marcy was, she’d appreciate the gesture.   
 
    Emmy’s eyes widened as a horrified thought occurred to her. Was it possible that Marcy could continue to suck them dry from beyond the grave?  She’d been so good at it in life.  Maybe they were here, not so much to remember Marcy, but to make sure she didn’t rise from her grave and attack all that made their little group happy. 
 
    Lydia and Beth slid into the chairs on either side of her.  
 
     “Um, what exactly are we going to do tonight?” Emmy forced herself to ask. 
 
    “We’re honoring Marcy,” Lydia explained.  “With candles, chanting, the whole bit.” 
 
    “That’s why the chair is there?” 
 
    Lydia nodded.  “They’re going to put a white candle on it.  Then some evergreens, salt and a sachet of sweet smelling herbs.” 
 
    The three looked at each other, then broke out into giggles.   
 
    “I know, I know,” Lydia hiccupped between giggles.  “They should have given Marcy the sweet smelling herbs while she was alive.  Would have saved us from having to breathe out of our mouths if we got unlucky to sit next to her.” 
 
    A voice came from the small kitchen.  “Can someone help me serve the tea?” 
 
    Lydia jumped up, and in two strides was in the kitchen.  She soon returned, holding a tray of delicate teacups, filled with the most delicious aromatic tea Emmy had yet to savor.  As she passed them around to the other ladies, Emmy took a whiff.  This was one of her most favorite parts of the evening.  She never knew what kind of tea was going to be served.  It depended on the inspiration of the day since the teas were all homemade.  Emmy was still learning her herbs, but she thought she could detect the sweet aroma of lemongrass, rosehips and something else she couldn’t quite put a finger on.  She took a sip and then she knew.  It was a pinch of cinnamon.     
 
    “Thank you all for coming tonight.  I know it’s short notice, but I thought it would be beneficial to honor our friend Marcy.” 
 
    Emmy nodded as she took another sip.  Hopefully this was the last time they’d have to do this kind of honoring.  Hopefully nothing more dreadful was going to happen.  She’d had enough with Marcy’s death to last a lifetime. 
 
    “The tea is particularly good tonight,” she murmured to her friends. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the center of the circle.  The ceremony was about to begin.   
 
      
 
    The evening hadn’t been as bad as Emmy had feared it would be.  In fact, the honoring of Marcy had actually been uplifting.  They’d shared stories and laughed about her grouchy personality. In a strange, unexpected way, it brought each of the group a little closer to the woman who, in her own way, had made each of their lives a living hell.   
 
    Driving down the silent, snow packed roads, Emmy thought about the evening.  Sitting there with the ladies, recounting stories of Marcy’s insults, she’d realized how poignant it was that Marcy’s entire life could be summed up in less than an hour.  And during that time, there was not one nice thing anyone could find to say about her.   
 
    What will it be like when I die?  Will people be able to sum up my life in less than an hour? Will that time be filled with stories about how nice I was?  How much I liked to help people? What kind of impact will my life have had on others? 
 
    One thing was certain.  She didn’t want her life to have the same impact as Marcy’s. 
 
    The road she was on skirted the denser forest that surrounded Twin Ponds.  With only her headlights to illuminate the road, her mind continued to ponder the philosophy of her life.  And what part, if any, love would play in it.   
 
    She sighed.  At this rate, it didn’t look as though it would play any part at all.  None of the guys her own age gave her the time of day, especially now that she worked at the Sheriff’s Department.  It was as though they were terrified she’d tell her boss they’d been drinking too much, or speeding along the back roads, or racing on their snowmobiles.  Not that she ever would.  She had a strict policy that she shared nothing about her job with anyone and vice versa.  But they didn’t know that.  And truth be told, she found them all pretty immature anyway.  There was only one guy she was really interested in, but hoping he’d realize what a catch she could be was the same as hoping she’d end up marrying a prince from some foreign country.   
 
    Ain’t ever going to happen. 
 
    She unconsciously slipped her hand into her coat pocket, gently wrapping her fingers around the baggie.  
 
    Impulsively, she pulled over and stepped out into the frigid night air.  Taking the baggie out of her pocket, she opened it and shook out the contents onto the snow covered road.  She then ground them with the heel of her boot into the hard packed snow.  Feeling better, she got back into her car and continued her drive home.     
 
      
 
    The next few weeks saw a concentrated effort on Cammie’s part to both shed the weight she’d gained eating Doc’s gourmet meals, and build up her stamina.   
 
    As part of her plan to try to get her life back into some kind of normalcy, she convinced Doc to let her go back to work part-time, with the promise she wouldn’t overdo it.  So far, she’d been careful to adhere to that promise.  Cantankerous by nature, lately she’d noticed Doc’s moods darker than usual.   
 
    Although she considered him a dear friend, there was still so much about Doc she didn’t know.  And he’d made it perfectly clear that if he ever decided to share details about his life, it would be solely on his terms.  He took offense at even the most innocuous of questions.  All Cammie knew for sure was that, despite graduating top of his class at Harvard and John Hopkins, he had a contentious relationship with his family because of his sexual orientation.  He’d married four times in an effort to please them before realizing that no matter what he did, his father in particular, would never be satisfied.   
 
    Living under the same roof as Doc for the past three months and observing him closely, there were moments when she wondered if what she saw was an invention, an illusion of who Doc wanted to be, rather than who he really was.  Yet why he’d want to be an irascible, bad tempered human being with an acid tongue was beyond her.  Though, she had to admit, it kept people at arm’s length. It was obvious to anyone who cared to look that Doc had obviously been very hurt in the past.   
 
    Despite her initial reservations, he actually seemed to enjoy having her around, cooking for her, discussing his latest cases, having her sit with him in the living room while he lounged in his favorite chair, puffing on his pipe, wrapped in his pink silk peignoir and his feet encased in his fuzzy bunny slippers. 
 
    Like much in her life lately, she shelved worries of what he’d do once she returned to her cabin.   
 
    And that day was fast approaching.  Meeting three times a week to play pick-up hockey, Jace knew how to push her enough that she wouldn’t end up collapsing in a heap on the ice, yet still achieve the purpose of getting her back in physical shape.  
 
    They’d fallen into an easy routine where nothing personal was discussed.  Jace showed up around eight pm, they played for an hour, he went home, and Cammie went to bed.  In those moments when she allowed herself to think about him, she couldn’t deny she enjoyed these evenings. He’d always had a knack of knowing just what to say to make her laugh. A part of her knew this wasn’t going to last forever.  Sooner or later, the specter of their relationship was going to have to be discussed. Yet for now, she kept her focus on getting better.  As long as the white elephant between them kept quiet, she saw no need to shoot it. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of Twin Ponds, Emmy, Beth and Lydia were seated side by side on the couch in Lydia’s cozy, immaculately kept apartment.   
 
    It was Friday night – girls night at Lydia’s. The three friends were all watching a horror movie, the light from the flat screen TV flickering in the darkness. Their eyes were glued to the set as they passed a big bowl of popcorn back and forth between themselves. 
 
    It was the story of a group of girls, about the same ages as Emmy, Beth and Lydia who were dabbling in witchcraft. The scene they were watching had the girls reading from a huge, dust covered book in order to conjure up a demon that would do their bidding.  Both the girls in the movie, and the girls on the couch jumped in fright at its sudden appearance and hideous features.  The creature had a long, white face with huge holes where its eyes should be, and fangs that rivaled those of any lions or tigers.  Emmy in particular shuddered.   
 
    “That’s crazy,” she exclaimed to cover up her fright.  “Stuff like that doesn’t happen in real life.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lydia asked. 
 
    Emmy whipped her head around and looked at Lydia, the colors from the television reflecting on her cheeks and forehead.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    Lydia picked up the remote and paused the movie.  She then turned on the lamp and looked across Beth at Emmy. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a Book of Shadows?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “Of course.  It’s where spells are written down.” 
 
    Lydia nodded.  “Sometimes these books are handed down generation after generation.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So?  Some of those spells can be pretty powerful.” 
 
    Emmy rolled her eyes.  “Now you’re getting dramatic.” 
 
    “I am not!” Lydia exclaimed.  “I’ve seen such a book.  Believe me, I wouldn’t want to mess with the owner, or the spells it contains.” 
 
    Emmy didn’t know if Lydia was kidding or not.  She glanced at Beth and a sliver of fear snaked its way down her back.  Beth remained silent as usual, but instead of looking at Lydia, she kept her eyes averted, staring down at her hands.  As if afraid that if she looked at Emmy, she’d reveal the truth of Lydia’s words.   
 
    “So where have you seen this powerful Book of Shadows?”  Emmy asked, gathering up all the bravado she could muster. 
 
    Lydia opened her mouth, then quickly shut it.  She shook her head vehemently from side to side. 
 
    “I think it best if we change the subject.  I shouldn’t have brought it up in the first place.” 
 
    “Oh come on!’ Emmy laughed.  “You can’t do that to me!” 
 
    She immediately swallowed her laugh when she saw the unmistakable signs of anxiety on Lydia’s face.  
 
    “Look Em, the world isn’t as nice and cozy as you would like it to be.  There are forces out there, forces that can hurt and maim and even kill.  And I’m not talking about forces from our material world.” 
 
    “No,” Beth whispered. 
 
    “You believe this nonsense too?” Emmy asked Beth. 
 
    Beth nodded, still keeping her eyes averted.   
 
    “I’m telling you, Emmy, there’s--” 
 
    Lydia was interrupted when Beth shot her hand out and tightly grabbed Lydia’s fingers.  Emmy saw Beth was trembling.  Lydia took a deep breath and covered Beth’s shaking hand with her own.  “You think this movie is all made up in someone’s head.  But stuff like that does happen.  And I don’t want to get on the wrong side of the person who can make stuff like that happen.  So let’s just forget I said anything, and watch the end of the movie.” 
 
    Emmy suddenly gasped as a name flashed through her mind.  “Wait a minute.  You honestly can’t mean –“ 
 
    Lydia cut her off.  “I said drop it!”  
 
    With that, Lydia un-paused the movie and turned off the light, sending the room back into darkness.  
 
    Emmy tried to concentrate on the movie, but it was no use.  Lydia’s words kept repeating themselves over and over in her head.  The sliver of fear grew until it threatened to swamp her.  Was it possible?  Could demons actually exist?  Could someone actually call them up using a Book of Shadows? 
 
    It was too ludicrous. She liked Lydia, but the woman was either having fun with her, or was one of those who believed in cockamamie theories like wizards and demons, UFOs and Bigfoot.   
 
    Nevertheless, on her way home later that night, Emmy raced along in her car as fast as she could.  Normally, she obeyed the speed limit, but the nightly shadows seemed more frightening, as if within the darkness lurked creatures just waiting to slip through and drag her into the blackness.    
 
    It wasn’t until she was in her pajamas and cuddled under her covers, that the fear started to dissipate. Just to be on the safe side though, she closed her eyes and refused to open them until morning. 
 
    Things like that don’t happen in Twin Ponds. They just don’t. Lydia was trying to scare me and ruin everything. I’m so mad that she succeeded.  From now on, I swear I’m going to ignore all her talk about spells and monsters.  And I’m definitely not going to let her screw things up, or mess with my head. Twin Ponds is probably the safest town to live in. Actually it is the safest place to live in. 
 
    And with that, Emmy drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Todd Paradis was about to die. 
 
    Yet adrenalin and the need to survive pushed him forward, through the deep snow drifts, further into the forests he’d once called home, but that now threatened to swallow him up. 
 
    He didn’t know how it was going to come.  And that was the worst.  How would he die?   
 
    Please God, I don’t want to die… 
 
    Funny, him turning to God now.  He’d always ignored the Big Guy in the past.  Even spent a few years not believing in Him at all.  But now, with the end so close, he desperately reached out for any help he could get as he felt the icy touch of death run a line down the back of his neck, caressing his cheek and laughing at the futility of his flight. 
 
    He jerked his head up as he realized the laughter was not coming from his imagination.  It was real, and it was coming at him from the tops of the trees, from the snow around his knees that he battled to get through, from the very chilled air that surrounded him.   
 
    This can’t be happening.  It can’t! 
 
    But it was.  And the laugher was growing louder.  He wanted to clamp his gloved hands over his ears to shut out the obscene sounds.  But that would slow him down.   
 
    And the last thing he wanted was to slow down to be devoured by the horror that was after him. 
 
    The snow hampered him, a keen of despair bubbling up in his throat.  In his 45 years on earth, he’d had moments of profound fear.  But this was incomparable.  This was a terror so deep, so paralyzing, he couldn’t think straight.  His mind refused to function - to try to make sense of the nonsensical.  These things only existed in legends.  In stories told around campfires in the summer.   
 
    But he’d entered another world – a world where the unreal was real.  Where his mind had only one thought – to run.  To survive. 
 
    He looked up at the full moon, a part of his brain registering its round, serene brightness, telling him this would be the last time he’d look upon it, while the other part of his brain screamed at him to keep going. 
 
    But he was tiring.  The snow was too deep.  And where could he go where he wouldn’t be found? 
 
    The laughter rose in maniacal hysteria, coming at him from all sides.  Then as quickly as it started, it abruptly stopped. 
 
    The silence of the woods slowed his step.  He strained to hear something, anything, but his own painful panting drowned out all sound.  He looked about him, peering into the shadows thrown off by the moonlight.  He waited.  His heart hammered in his ears.  A few moments went by.  Then another few moments, and so on until almost ten minutes ticked by.  He was still standing.  He scanned the forest, but it was devoid of life.  Of sound.  It was just him and the snow and the trees.  
 
    A thought occurred to him that both frightened and exhilarated him.  It was a thought he dared not acknowledge, but knew it to be true nevertheless. 
 
    He was still alive.                                         
 
    Was it possible?  Had he somehow outrun death?   
 
    The chill of the night seeped into Todd’s snow soaked jeans.  He shook with cold.  He absently reached up to his chin with his gloved hand and discovered icicles hanging from his beard and moustache.   
 
    There was complete stillness all around him now.  The pines were hushed, the snow on their branches sparkling in the moonlight.  He’d never been this deep in the forest before.  Certainly not in the dark.  He’d never feared the woods at night.  But he’d respected it.  Any sane person would.  There were creatures out here, hungry creatures, who wouldn’t hesitate to take down a human if they could. 
 
    He scanned the dense trees, alert for anything that would tell him they were still after him. For there were creatures about this night.  Creatures that were more than hungry.  They were ravenous.  And insatiable.   
 
    He had no chance against them. 
 
    He took a deep, long breath in an attempt to slow down his heartbeat and stop the shivering that overtook him now that he was no longer running. 
 
    His feet grew numb, as did his face.  Todd looked up at the moon again, and allowed a small smile to cross his frozen lips. 
 
    “I did it,” he whispered into the crisp night air.  “I outran death.” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    A loud crack of lightning split open the sky.  It bypassed the tall pines.  The snow covered hills.  It searched for its prey. 
 
    And found it. 
 
    He heard the thundering roar of the lightning bolt overhead.  Before his mind could register what was happening, it was too late.  He fell over into the snow, his back ablaze with the most excruciating pain he had ever felt. He felt the claws of what had chased him rip a seam down his back, eviscerating him.   It was the stuff of unimaginable nightmares.  He was being taken apart while he still lived.  With his face smashed into the numbing snow, and the things at his back ripping him to pieces, he hadn’t outrun death.  It had claimed him in its voracious hunger for souls. 
 
    Todd tried to get up – to shake these creatures off him, but it was impossible.  He felt weighed down by the pain.  By the snow that suddenly grabbed him and wouldn’t let go.  From the corner of his eye, he saw shadows emerge from the tree line and make their way towards him.   
 
    We’re coming for you, Todd.  You can’t escape.  You never could escape… 
 
    His whimpers turned to screams, but there was no one to hear him in this desolate forest.  Just the shadows drawing closer and closer until they were all upon him.  Over him.  Whispering in his ears.  Suffocating him until he could breathe no more.  His last breath was a cry for supplication.  For mercy.  But there was no compassion.  No pity. 
 
    Just the snow and the trees and the animals that hid in their burrows from the tortured shrieks that didn’t belong in their world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
     
 
    At HQ the next morning, Cammie was in the process of pouring herself a cup of coffee when Rick arrived.  Before taking off his scarf and parka, he stepped up to her. 
 
    “What did you do to Doc last night?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked, savoring her first sip of the day. 
 
    “I just ran into him on Main Street.  I said good morning and he just about took my head off.  You criticize his cooking or something?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “And risk having him cut me off from his fabulous meals?  Are you nuts?” 
 
    “Well, someone or something put a hair across his ass. Hopefully he doesn’t take it out on one of his patients.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing I’ve noticed about Doc is that he has the ability to separate his personal life from his professional life.  But now that you mention it, he has been worse than usual lately.” 
 
    “Any idea why?” 
 
    “Now you’re asking me to take my life into my hands by asking him.” She shrugged.  “Hopefully, he’ll open up eventually and tell me.  Until then, I walk on eggshells.” 
 
    Rick stripped off his scarf.  “That’s got to be stressful.  Why don’t you just go home? I can see you’re feeling a lot better.” 
 
    “I’m almost 100% back. Another week or so, and I’ll probably move back. Until then, it’s hard to say good-bye to the bed from paradise, and the shower from heaven.” 
 
    Rick gave her a quizzical look.  She was about to explain the merits of staying with someone who owned such luxurious showers and mattresses when the phone rang.  Emmy wasn’t in yet, so Cammie strode over to her desk and picked up the phone. 
 
    “Twin Ponds Sheriff Department,” she responded.  She listened for a moment, then replied, “We’ll be right over.”  She hung up and turned back to Rick, who was in the process of removing his parka.  “You better keep your coat on.  A body’s been discovered out in the woods.” 
 
    Rick eyed Cammie.  “You’re calling Doc, right?” 
 
    She eyed him back.  “I outrank you.” 
 
    “But you live with him.” 
 
    “I still outrank you.” 
 
    “I saved your life.” 
 
    Cammie sighed.  He was right.  She gathered her courage, reached for her cell and phoned Doc. 
 
     
 
     “I found the body while looking for my dog, Luna.  She’s part wolf, you know, and when she gets a scent, she’s gone. This time she ran further out into the woods than she ever has before.  I had to take my snowmobile to find her.”    
 
    “Must have been one helluva rabbit she was chasing.” 
 
    She and Rick were standing in a small clearing in one of the more remote areas of forest that made up most of Clarke County. Lucas Young, a local carpenter was standing next to them, trying his best not to look down at the body that Doc was now examining.  Luna was tied to Lucas’ snowmobile, barking loudly and dancing about in the snow.  
 
    The area was so remote, the two officers, along with Doc, were forced to use snowmobiles to get through the thick snow in order to reach the death scene. 
 
    “If you don’t need me anymore, I gotta get home.  I haven’t fed Luna yet and, as you can see, she gets upset when I miss feeding time.” 
 
    Cammie knew that wasn’t the real reason Lucas was anxious to leave.  She noticed he wouldn’t look at the corpse. Looked at everything but the body laying a few feet from where they stood. She couldn’t blame him.  She was having a hard time looking at the corpse herself. 
 
    “We may need to call you with some additional questions,” she responded. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I can to help.” 
 
    Lucas practically ran for his snowmobile.  He untied his dog and the two of them immediately took off.  Cammie watched him disappear through the trees, then forced herself to turn back to where the body lay. 
 
    Despite over ten years in law enforcement, death was still difficult to witness.  Bodies were never just bodies to Cammie. They were the receptacles of emotions and feelings and memories, and everything that made up a human being.   
 
    Upon arriving and gazing down at the corpse, she’d looked beyond the gray pallor and ice particles stuck to the victim’s beard and moustache.  She’d taken in the vacancy in his open, light blue eyes and wondered at all the things he’d seen with those eyes.  The joys, the sorrows, the surprises life offered everyone.  And the ultimate question she always asked herself. 
 
    What was the very last thing you saw? 
 
    There used to be a belief, back when police procedures and forensics was in its infancy, that whatever the victim saw at the moment of death was imprinted on their eyes.  It would make her job so much easier if that were true.  
 
    Except in this case. 
 
    She visibly shuddered at the thought of what this poor man must have seen as he lay dying.  For the first time since becoming a police officer, she looked away from the scene before her.  
 
    “I wish Doc would put something over his face,” Rick replied, as if reading her thoughts.  “Just the sight of it is giving me the heebie jeebies.  No wonder Lucas ran out of here. If I wasn’t a police officer, I would have been right behind him. Shit, I would have been right in front of him.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t need to glance back at the corpse to know Rick was right.  The victim’s features were contorted into a grotesque expression of sheer horror.  It made her think of the painting “The Scream” by Edvard Munch that she’d once seen on a trip to the Museum of Modern Art in New York City.  It was full of despair, of hopelessness.  And yes, of something so insidiously terrifying, she hoped to God she’d never see what Todd had seen.  She was grateful when Doc turned the body over to continue his inspection.   
 
    She looked around at the scene as, despite three sweaters and long underwear beneath her snowpants, she hopped back and forth in the frigid temperatures in an effort to keep warm.  She glanced back at Rick and frowned.  
 
    “It’s freezing outside.  Don’t you ever get cold?” 
 
    No matter how frigid the weather, Rick never wore a hat.  It was as though his Native and French Canadian blood somehow made him impervious to the below freezing temperatures.  She envied him that ability.  This was her second winter in Twin Ponds, and she was still wearing three sweaters, thinsulate long underwear and two pairs of thick, waterproof hiking socks.  Not to mention her thick parka, bomber hat and double insulated gloves.  She knew that if she fell in the snow, they wouldn’t find her body until spring. 
 
    “I’m like a Huskie.  I live for the cold.” 
 
    She grunted, then gazed back over the woods. 
 
    She’d never been to this part of the forest, which wasn’t surprising.  The town of Twin Ponds was set amidst dense wilderness on four sides, with one road connecting them to the outside world.  She could spend a lifetime hiking around Clarke County, and she’d still never cover the entire area.  Surrounding them were dense pines, tall oaks and white birch trees. To the right was a narrow path, easily missed except for the disturbance where the victim had made his way through the deep snow.  On the opposite side was the route they’d taken from Lucas Young’s cabin, the snow kicked up by both the snowmobiles and Luna’s tracks.  
 
     “So you said his name was Todd Paradis?” Cammie asked, burrowing deeper into her multiple sweaters and polar-tec parka with the Twin Ponds Sheriff Department logo stitched on the sleeves.   
 
    “Yeah,” Rick answered.  “He was a quiet sort of dude.  Not much of a talker.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him. Was he from around these parts?”  
 
    Rick shook his head.  “He came up from Manchester, New Hampshire about four years ago, way before you came back.  When he was a kid, he and his parents took hunting vacations out this way.  According to him, the folks had the best luck out behind Crow Mountain.” 
 
    “The folks?”  Cammie asked.  “What about his luck?” 
 
    “Todd hated hunting.  He once told me he’d have rather gone to Disney World.  But when you’re a kid, you don’t get much say on where your parents choose to go.  So instead of hanging out with Mickey Mouse, he hung out with corpses of Bullwinkle the Moose.” 
 
    Cammie quickly pushed away the mental image that sprang up of a bleeding out moose singing “It’s a Small World After All.”   
 
     “Lovely,” she murmured.  “Sounds like you knew him.” 
 
    “I suppose as well as anyone could. When he first moved here, he and I would occasionally share a beer at Zee’s.  As I said, he wasn’t the most open of guys.  But every once in a while, he’d let something slip.  Over the years I noticed he started drinking more until he basically become a full blown alcoholic.”  Rick jerked his head towards the footprint laden path.  “Before that happened though, he bought a piece of land about half a mile down that way and built a small cabin.  About six months ago, he went all doomsday prepper.  He stopped coming into town except to buy supplies and liquor.  Lots of liquor.  Then he’d disappear for weeks on end until he needed to replenish his stock.” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily make him a doomsday prepper.” 
 
    “It does when you stock up on enough ammo to bring down an army.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyebrows went up.  “He was armed?” 
 
    “To the teeth. “ 
 
    “I thought you said he hated hunting.” 
 
    “I did.  But hunting Bambi and defending your home are two different things.” 
 
    “And you say this happened about six months ago?” 
 
    Rick nodded.  “I saw him coming out of the Grocery Emporium last July and stopped to say hi.  He looked awful.  Like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.  He didn’t stop to talk.  Just grunted at me.  He went back and forth three times to fill his truck.  Had enough canned goods to feed all of Clarke County, not to mention the six cases of beer and a whole lotta bullets.”  
 
    “You don’t know if he was part of some kind of home grown militia group?” 
 
    “I can’t really say.  But Todd was such a loner, it’s hard to see him joining much of anything.” 
 
    But it didn’t rule out the possibility.  Nor did it rule out the possibility that he might have been some sort of Maine’s version of Ted Kaczynski, better known as the Unabomber, who after 17 years of waging his own war against technology using home-made bombs, was caught hiding out in the middle of the woods, in a tiny cabin.   
 
    Like Todd Paradis. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any idea what made him change so drastically?” 
 
    Rick shook his head.  “Hope to God it wasn’t a fear of aliens, though by the grotesque look on his face--” He glanced at Cammie, who coolly met his eye.  “Come on, Cam!  Look at him!  It looks like he met the devil himself and didn’t live to tell about it.” 
 
    Before she could respond, Doc stood up and peeled off the latex gloves, gratefully replacing them with gloves made from alpaca wool imported from Peru.  Although Doc had left behind the amenities of Beacon Hill in Boston, he could never leave behind his engrained love of luxury. 
 
     “It appears he died from hypothermia, aggravated by the amount of alcohol he consumed.  If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he bathed in the booze. There are no defensive wounds on him, nothing to indicate a violent attack.  I’d say he stumbled outside while intoxicated, and became disoriented.  Not hard to do in this wilderness.  It wouldn’t take him long to succumb to the cold.  Unless I find anything to the contrary during autopsy, I’ll probably rule this death by misadventure.” 
 
    Doc glanced at Cammie, an unexpected smile tugging at his lips.  “First Eli Kelley a few months ago, then Marcy and now Paradis.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re on a role.” 
 
    Cammie sniffed.  “Eli was an aberration.  We may never know why Marcy went nuts, and it isn’t unusual to find a frozen human popsicle up this way.  The last person who froze to death was Norton Summers, and that was just last winter.” 
 
    “But Norton didn’t see aliens,” Rick replied. 
 
    “We don’t know if Todd did either,” Cammie responded.    
 
    Doc looked down at the corpse.  “Hmmmm.  He does look as though he saw the boogyman, doesn’t he?”  He turned to Cammie.  “Before you say anything, I’ll make sure to do a toxicology report on him.” 
 
     “What do you think on time of death?” Cammie asked, ignoring his remark.  “He must have died not too long ago.  The predators haven’t had time to snack on him.”  
 
    “It’s hard to tell exact time of death right now because of the cold, but I concur with your assumption.  No more than two hours at the most.”  Doc signaled to Rick.  “Could use your help getting him bagged and tied onto the sled.  I may look younger than my years, but I’m not about to risk my back hauling a 250 pound ice cube.” 
 
    After helping Doc wrap up the body in a body bag, they hoisted Todd onto the sled and helped secure it with bungee cords.   
 
    “You coming?” Doc asked Cammie as he mounted his snowmobile. 
 
    “Not yet.  I want to check out Todd’s cabin.  Rick says it’s only about a half a mile from here.”  
 
    “Don’t overdo it,” he snapped. “I know I okayed you going back part-time, but you’re still recuperating.  You don’t want to set your progress back by taking on too much too soon.” 
 
    Cammie bit her tongue and wisely kept silent.  Doc arched his eyebrow for added effect.  Firing up the snowmobile, he was soon roaring away through the woods, what was left of Todd bouncing on the sled behind him.   
 
    When he was gone, Cammie caught Rick glancing at her. 
 
    “I know, I know,” she said.  “He means well, but he’s worse than a smothering mother hen.  When this investigation is over, you need to help me find him someone.” 
 
    “He’s pretty particular, you know.” 
 
    “He’s pretty lonely too.  Don’t any of your thousand and one girlfriends have a gay brother?  Gay friend?  Gay cousin twice removed?” 
 
    “I’ll work on it.” 
 
    “Good.  Let’s get over to Todd’s cabin before I join him in the human ice cube department.”   
 
    The two climbed onto their snowmobiles, and were soon slowly riding along the trail Todd had left in the snow.  At one point Cammie stopped the snowmobile, and leaving it idling, climbed off to take a closer look at the path Todd had created. 
 
    She looked up and down the path, silently pondering what she was seeing.  Or, in this case, what she wasn’t seeing.  Which made the situation more peculiar.  
 
    “What’s up?” Rick asked, coming up beside her. 
 
    “Doc surmises Todd was drunk when he ventured outside last night.  He smelled alcohol on him.  So did I when I got close to the body.” 
 
    “I did too.” 
 
    “Tell me, have you ever gotten drunk?” 
 
    Rick eyed her dubiously.  “I’m not sure I should answer that.  You are, after all, my boss.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “As long as you don’t drink while on duty.  Seriously, have you ever gotten plastered?  I mean, really tied one on?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Once or twice.” 
 
    “Did you try to walk anywhere when you were so drunk?” 
 
    Rick met her gaze before comprehension spread over his face.  “Damn.  You’re right!”  He looked back to the footprints.  “If Todd was so drunk he became disoriented, his tracks should have been erratic.” 
 
    “Exactly.  These prints however, are pretty straight.  Nor do I see anywhere where he stumbled or fell over.  I have yet to meet an intoxicated person who can walk or run straight without tripping or swaying.  Looks like he practically bulldozed his way through this deep snow.  Could he really have been so disoriented that he didn’t realize he was trying to walk through at least 4 feet of snow?”  She looked back towards the clearing where Todd died.  “Just what the hell were you running away from, Todd?”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Parking their snowmobiles in front of Todd’s cabin, Cammie noted that it was crudely built yet sturdy, easily able to withstand the harsh storms that swept down from Canada.  There was a tiny porch, most of it taken up with neatly piled cords of wood covered by a gray tarp.  On the other side of the porch stood a beat up Chevy truck, with an attached plow that looked as though it was being held together by chewing gum.  It was covered in frost, but the snow from a storm that had passed through the area two days before had been brushed off.  However, what passed for a driveway was still knee deep in snow, telling her Todd had stayed put until he’d made his mad dash through the snow early that morning.  At least, before killing himself, he’d shoveled a pathway between the truck and his cabin, and it was here that Cammie parked so she wouldn’t have to deplete her energy wading through the high snowdrifts.   
 
    She slowly made her way down the path, looking back and forth across the snow.  She saw where Todd had veered off the footpath and into the high snow.  She also saw a single set of boot prints leading from the house to the truck and back.  Todd had been alone at least since the storm.   
 
    Drawing closer to the cabin, she immediately noticed the door standing partly open.  A metal cylinder attached to the frame of the door caught her eye.  It was odd to see – she hadn’t seen one of those since living in Boston.  She filed the image away as she rapped on the door.  
 
    “Hello?” she called out.  As expected, there was no reply.  “Rick, why don’t you check out the truck while I check out the cabin?”   
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She pushed the door open and stepped inside.  
 
    It was unnaturally dark when Cammie entered the chilly one room building.  There wasn’t much in the way of furniture – just the barest of necessities – but one sweep of her eyes through the gloom and she could see Todd had been a fastidiously tidy individual.   
 
    A wood stove stood in the corner, next to a cot covered neatly with a thick blue and white quilt that was tucked in at the corners.  On the floor next to the stove was a small pile of precisely cut wood.   
 
    Straining to see through the murkiness, Cammie knew she needed light or she’d go blind.  Looking about her, she noticed a wool blanket covering the lone window to her left.  Pulling it down, the light from the sun broke through the gloominess.  On a hunch, she took off her glove and put her hand up to the glass.   
 
    “Interesting…” she mused aloud to herself before turning back to the cot where another surprise awaited her.   
 
     A Winchester 30.06 rifle lay across the neatly made cot.  Putting her glove back on to avoid getting her fingerprints on it, Cammie carefully lifted the rifle and checked the chamber.  It was loaded.  The rifle was one commonly used for taking down big game.  It didn’t alarm her to find that Todd owned one.  Living out in these isolated woods, he would have needed protection against bears and moose.  However, why hadn’t Todd taken the rifle with him when he left the cabin?  Had he been too drunk to hold it?  Why was it laying across the bed in the first place?  Was it possible he actually slept with it next to him in case something came knocking at his door?  Had he picked it up, but in his drunken state forgot all about it when he went outside? 
 
    With questions piling up in her mind, Cammie started to place the rifle back on the cot when the toe of her boot hit something under the bed.  Stepping back, she bent down and saw three beer bottles on their sides.  Two were empty, but one had its spilled contents frozen on the roughhewn floor.   
 
    She next opened the stove door, and saw a pile of ashes where a fire had once burned.  The stove and ashes were ice cold.  There was no way to tell when he’d last filled the stove with wood, yet with the evening temperatures habitually falling below zero, it was probably safe to say he at least filled it the night before.   
 
    Continuing her examination, she noticed a piece of planking held up over the cot by braces which acted as a bookshelf.   It was filled with books, but before looking at them, on a hunch she quickly crouched down and looked under the cot again.   
 
    Okay, this guy is definitely scary.  Not even a friggin’ dust bunny under here. 
 
    Determined not to think about the convention of dust bunnies congregating in her own cabin, Cammie straightened and turned back towards the front door.  That’s when she saw it. 
 
    She whistled lowly under her breath as she approached the door. 
 
    At that moment, Rick came up onto the porch.  She had enough time to jump back before he entered the room. 
 
    “Nothing in the truck except his registration, some old maps of Maine and New Hampshire and a 38 Ruger in the glove compartment.  I bagged it just in case.”    
 
    Cammie nodded, but said nothing.  Instead, she remained silent as she continued to take in the cabin.  Rick politely waited a few moments before commenting. 
 
    “Something’s bothering you.  I can tell by that look on your face.  It’s the same look Gran’s cat gets when she ready to tear apart a field mouse.” 
 
    “Tearing apart a field mouse would be easier than trying to figure this whole thing out.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Some of what I’m seeing doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “When I came in here, there was a blanket covering the window.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I can understand putting up a wool blanket to keep any cold air from seeping in.  It’s hard enough work cutting wood without wasting heat because cold air is leaking in through cracks.  But there is none.  That window is sealed tight.  In fact, this whole place is sealed up pretty well.  With that part of the cabin facing east, he’d be guaranteed a good amount of sunlight.  It’s obviously not as strong as it would be in summer, but it would still throw off a bit of heat.  Yet, he completely covered it up.  Why?  He didn’t have to worry about neighbors peering in the window.  Maybe a squirrel or two, but was that enough to shut himself up in darkness?”  
 
    Rick smiled. “Maybe he was a vampire.” 
 
    She groaned.  “You’ve been watching Chiller Theatre again, haven’t you?” 
 
    “No time.  Jasmine has been keeping me pretty busy.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow.  “Jasmine?” 
 
    “And her twin sister, Lavender.” 
 
    “Lavender?  You are kidding me, aren’t you?”  
 
    He shrugged.  “Their mother is an avid gardener.” 
 
    “Save me,” she muttered under her breath.  “The second thing that bothers me is his rifle lying across the bed.  It’s fully loaded.  Why didn’t he take it with him?  Why did he have it out in the first place?  Did he make it a habit of sitting on his cot with his rifle across his knees?” 
 
    “I would if I lived out here.  I like the woods and all, don’t get me wrong.  But being this far out, away from everything and everyone…” Rick shivered.  “Way too Robinson Crusoe for me.” 
 
    “Third, we all smelled alcohol on him.  I found three bottles under his cot. Two are empty.  It looks like he spilled the other. Now I’ve known some pretty heavy drinkers in my day.  Two beers to them is like a glass of water to you and me.  It would take way more than two beers to get them drunk.  Am I to believe it took two bottles of beer to get him so drunk that he stumbled outside and got disoriented enough to walk away from his cabin in 4 foot drifts of snow?” 
 
    “Maybe he’d been drinking all day.  He threw the other bottles outside, but for whatever reason, shoved these three under his bed.” 
 
    “Check it out, will you?  And while you’re at it, take a look inside his garbage bin.  I saw one on the side of the cabin.” 
 
    Cammie doubted Todd would do such a thing.  The man had obviously been a neat freak.  It would have offended his sensibilities to throw anything outside unless it was in his garbage bin.  Her instincts were right when Rick returned, shaking his head.  “Nothing outside.  And his garbage bin has just a couple of empty baked bean cans and a few paper plates.  I did notice he has a fire pit out back. It’s full of ashes, so I’ll bet you he burned his garbage.  No way he’s gonna get garbage pickup this far out.  And with bears around in the warmer weather, safer to burn any leftovers.  So what else has you all concerned?” 
 
    “Take a look at the back of the front door.”   
 
    He gave her a quizzical look, but did as she asked.  His jaw immediately dropped in astonishment. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Exactly.  One, two even three locks are understandable when you live out in the wilderness.  But twelve?  That’s a bit obsessive, even if you think a 1,000 pound moose is on the other side of your door.”  Cammie shook her head to herself.  “What the heck happened to make him leave the safety of this cabin? Why did he leave his rifle behind?  Why did he run half a mile through the deep snow?  And why did he have twelve heavy duty locks on his door? What in heaven’s name was he afraid of?” 
 
    Rick spun on his heel, and spread his arms out in a dramatic gesture.  “Okay.  Maybe this is what happened.  The guy is sitting here all alone on a dark winter’s night.  He’s lonely.  He’s getting more and more depressed.  He doesn’t have his own Jasmine and Lavender to keep him warm.  So what does he do?  He starts to drink his sorrows away.”   Rick suddenly whirled around and hurried to a small cabinet Todd kept on the other side of the cabin.  He opened it up and exclaimed, “Aha!  You see?  He’s got a couple of bottles of whiskey.  Maybe he popped a few back.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t there any glasses out?” 
 
    “The guy was obviously a neat freak.  I mean look at the two coffee mugs, and the three glasses on this shelf.  They’re perfectly placed side by side.  I bet you he washed out the glass and put it away and used the beers as a chaser.  Or maybe he drank directly from the bottle.  This one here is half empty.  By this time, he’s feeling no pain.  Suddenly, he hears something outside.  Or better yet, after all that alcohol he’s drunk, he has to pee.  Real bad.  By the time he unlocks all those friggin’ locks, he’s close to bursting.  He stumbles outside, leaving the door wide open.  Somehow he becomes disoriented.  He gets scared and starts to run.” 
 
    “Last night was clear with a full moon. Could he really have become that disoriented that he wouldn’t be able to find his front door?” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “Depends on how drunk he was.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “Sorry Rick, but it doesn’t make sense.  Here’s a man who has lived in the wilderness for five years. My cabin isn’t as isolated, and even I know that if I had to go outside at night for anything, I always take a weapon with me. From what you tell me, Todd was no stranger to booze. So what was different about last night?  Did it have anything to do with him going doomsday prepper?” 
 
     “Only Todd can answer that, and he ain’t doing much talking anymore.” Rick thought for a moment, then brightened. “You know, maybe he really did have to pee bad.  He stepped outside, heard something in the woods, thought he was heading back to his cabin, but got confused enough that he took off in the opposite direction.  By the time he realized, it was too late.” 
 
    “You think that was enough to leave that grotesque look on his face?” 
 
     “You ever become disoriented?  I did once, during a snow storm. Now I know Twin Ponds like the back of my hand.  But that night, I couldn’t tell which way was right or left.  Scared the piss out of me.” 
 
    “How far is his outhouse from here?” 
 
    “About 30 yards.  Tell you what. I’ll check around the cabin.  Maybe he didn’t get to the outhouse.  Maybe he just stepped outside and did his thing.” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “See what you can find.  If there are animal tracks, that might be enough to make someone run for their lives. By the way, bunny tracks don’t count.” 
 
    “When you’re three sheets to the wind, a fluffy bunny might look like Jaws.” 
 
    As Rick stepped outside, Cammie approached the bookshelf.  She was still studying the bindings when Rick returned.   
 
    “Well, if he didn’t pee in his outhouse, it wasn’t anywhere around his cabin either.  I looked all over, even went into the trees a bit, but nothing.  As for tracks, not so much as a bird.  So we’re back to square one. Who knows? Maybe he went outside, thought he heard something and got spooked. Easy to do when you’re plastered. You know what I--”  Rick stopped talking when he saw Cammie wasn’t listening.  “You’ve got that look on your face again. What now?”  
 
    “Not sure.”  She pointed to the books.  “Take a look at those.” 
 
    Leaning over the bookcase, he scanned the titles, then took a long, deliberate step back.  “Whoa. That’s spooky. No, screw that. It’s downright creepy.” 
 
    “An understatement if I ever heard one.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick grew silent as the titles of the books stared back at them.  Protection Against Black Magick, Witchcraft Explained, How to Counteract Evil Spells, How to Escape Negative Energy and People.  And the most notorious book of all – The Malleus Maleficarum, a treatise written in the 15th century which led to the horrific persecution of innocent people, most of them women, accused of witchcraft throughout the 15, 16 and 17th centuries.  Cammie had heard about the book; anyone with even a mild curiosity about the ‘burning times’ would have heard of this nefarious volume.  Yet she’d never seen an actual copy.  Just the sight of it sent chills down her spine.  After a moment, she turned and met Rick’s eyes.  “Todd was terrified of something, Rick.  And it had nothing to do with wild animals.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You thinking Todd was afraid of witches, or evil spells cast on him?”   
 
    “Check out the top of the door.”  
 
    Rick looked to where Cammie was pointing.  “Hey, what do you know?  He’s got two horseshoes nailed above the doorway.” 
 
    “Did you notice the metal cylinder attached to the door frame outside?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I did.” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “A cool decoration?” 
 
    “It’s more than that. It’s called a mezuzah.  I used to see them in Massachusetts. According to Jewish mysticism, placing a mezuzah outside your front door keeps evil spirits from entering your house.  Same with the horseshoes.  They’re protection against disruptive or dark entities invading your home.  As crazy as it sounds, all the evidence so far points to the fact that Todd was afraid of something from the other side attacking him.  It explains all these books, the overkill on locks, the protection charms, even the blanket covering the window.  It would even explain why he ran out of here like a bat out of hell.  Egged on by the liquor, his fears grew and grew until they were completely over the top.  The only thing he could do was try and escape them the only way he knew how.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Rick commiserated. 
 
    “Yeah, it does.”  She sighed.  “Let’s see if we can find anything that mentions a next of kin.  Someone should be notified of his death.”  
 
    Together, they slowly and meticulously searched the cabin.  
 
    Because of its size, it only took them ten minutes to do a thorough search.  On a set of five built in shelves located near an old and severely scratched bureau where Todd kept his clothes and underwear neatly folded, Cammie saw that Rick hadn’t exaggerated the amount of ammunition Todd had purchased.  Each of the shelves was stacked top to bottom with boxes of bullets.  He had enough here to wipe out all the Bambis and Bullwinkles in the surrounding mountains.  
 
    Moving aside a portable, propane operated camping stove and two kerosene lamps on top of the bureau, Rick found an additional stash of three whiskey bottles, and two six packs of beer.  
 
    With the exception of the books and the liquor, there was nothing that spoke of a man living here for four years.  There were no personal traces of Todd Paradis, nothing that told them what he liked, what his interests were.  Whether he’d ever loved or been loved.  It made a sad scene even sadder.  
 
    “We’ll put police tape around the place,” Cammie replied.  “We’ll also take the rifle and all his ammo.  The last thing we need is someone breaking in here and stealing his cache.  I also want to bag the beer bottle, and get a sample of the spilled contents.” 
 
    “Do you believe Todd and Marcy are somehow connected?” 
 
    “Not sure yet.  But it does seem weird that Marcy goes ballistic after believing she’s seeing aliens, while Todd obviously saw something that scared the bejesus out of him enough to get him to leave the safety of his cabin.  There has to be a trigger.  Since Marcy’s mug is missing and I haven’t gotten the results from the apple pie we took from her home, maybe our trigger is in that beer bottle.” 
 
    It took them an additional twenty minutes to load up all the ammo on the two snowmobiles, and collect the samples. When they were done, Cammie was dismayed to find her shoulder throbbing painfully.  Damn, she’d overdone it. She reluctantly sat down on the cot, embarrassed by how shaky she felt.  
 
    “You look worse than Todd,” Rick observed as he took in her pasty complexion. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Maybe Doc has a point.  Maybe you shouldn’t--”  Her steely gaze shut him up.  “Gotcha,” he muttered under his breath.  “I’m going to go over Todd’s trail one last time.  Make sure we didn’t miss anything.”               
 
    Cammie knew he didn’t need to search again.  He was letting her save face by giving her the time necessary to gather up her strength.   
 
    She heard the roar of his snowmobile, followed by the sounds of its engines slowly fading away as Rick retraced Todd’s suicidal path.  She closed her eyes and willed her breathing to slow.  It was then that she noticed how completely silent the cabin was.  There were no birds chirping, no rustling of the trees from the wind.  Nothing except a bottomless, enveloping stillness that was unnerving.  She shivered, suddenly feeling very vulnerable.   
 
    “You’re being ridiculous,” she admonished herself aloud.  Still, there was an undercurrent to the cabin she couldn’t quite put her finger on.  A sense of something dark and uninviting creeping up on her, waiting to pounce when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    If I’m feeling like this during the day, I can’t imagine what it must feel like at night. 
 
    “What happened to make you so afraid of something that doesn’t even exist?” she asked the walls.   
 
    She gaped in surprise when, as if in answer to her question, the front door knob turned and the door slowly began to open.   
 
    Crap!  Maybe whatever Todd was afraid of does exist.  Mommy!! 
 
    Her hand flew to her gun as she involuntarily held her breath.  A moment later, a large shaggy head peeked in. 
 
    “Figured I’d find you here.” 
 
    Cammie slowly let out her breath.  “Jeez Paul, you just about gave me a heart attack.  I could have shot you.”               
 
    Paul Langevin maneuvered his six foot, three inch body into the small cabin.  He was dressed in a dark brown wooly coat that came down to his knees.  Instead of wearing a hat, a pair of large earmuffs lay over his salt and pepper shoulder length hair.  His silver goatee was coated with icicles, and his appearance reminded Cammie of a 19th century fur trapper. 
 
    “Looking for me specifically?” she asked. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” he answered in his low, gravelly voice.  He glanced around the cabin.  “Heard about Todd.  Bad business that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  He cocked an eyebrow at her as he pointed to the locks on the door.  She nodded.  “Yeah, I noticed.  Also noticed the mezuzah and the horseshoes.  Know anything about them?” 
 
    “I know he was scared.” 
 
    She snorted.  “No shit.” 
 
    Paul came over and sat down next to her, the cot groaning under his weight.  “Shoulder bothering you, isn’t it?  Mind?” 
 
    She shook her head, and Paul placed his hands on either side of her shoulder.  He closed his eyes and began to mutter under his breath.  To her surprise, Cammie felt a warm surge shoot through her shoulder.  It was soothing, as if her injured muscle was enveloped in a big, fuzzy blanket.  After a few moments, Paul removed his hands and sat back. “Try moving it now”, he ordered. 
 
    Cammie did as he asked, marveling at how the soreness was completely gone.  “Someday you’re going to have to show me how you do that.” 
 
    He smiled.  “And give away my secrets?” 
 
    Paul lived across from Cammie’s cabin on Mkazawi Pond.  This quiet body of water, smaller and more remote than Waban, had few inhabitants living on its shore.  A trail ran along the edge of the pond that connected her cabin to his – a path she’d followed more times than she could remember.  His presence always gave her a quiet comfort which was why, ever since she was a child, she’d sought him out, especially when the troubles with her parents began. 
 
    Paul was a shaman, though he was unlike any of the shamans she’d met that belonged to the various Native tribes that lived throughout northern Maine.  His features showed a mix of white and Native American blood, but his rituals varied according to what was needed.  Sometimes he used rituals that were Russian in nature.  Sometimes he used South American or Mongolian rituals.   He never talked about his past, leaving her to wonder how he’d come to know so many different ceremonies.  However, what was important was that whatever he did seemed to work.  His reputation as a healer and seer was well known; it wasn’t unusual for him to find food, firewood and whatever else he needed left by his clients in exchange for his services.     
 
    Cammie owed him her sanity, a debt she could never repay.   
 
    She couldn’t remember how they’d met; it seemed as though he’d always been a fixture in her life.   And she was grateful that he was now sitting beside her.  If it weren’t for his presence, she would have high tailed it out of the oppressively eerie cabin and waited outside, despite the cold, for Rick’s return.  
 
    “Todd was coming to see me,” Paul spoke up.  “He was terrified, and wanted to know if I had any protection rituals I could perform.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “You know how I feel about protection. You have no need of it if you remove your vulnerabilities. The only way you remove your vulnerabilities is to heal those parts of yourself that you’re afraid to look at.” 
 
    “I take it Todd wasn’t in the mood to hear that.” 
 
    Paul snorted.  “The last thing he wanted to hear about was self-healing.  He wanted an instant fix. He wouldn’t tell me what was going on.  Only that he was scared.”   
 
    “Didn’t you peek?” she teased, referring to his uncanny ability of seeing past, through what he called visions, people’s defenses and into their very souls.  He’d unnerved her over the years with his accuracy over what she was feeling, or what she’d experienced. 
 
    Paul smiled.  “Not unless I absolutely have to.  I respect people’s privacy.”  
 
    Cammie turned and pointed behind her to the bookshelf.  “Did you see those?” 
 
    Paul followed her finger and silently studied the titles.  After a few minutes, he shook his head.  “Crazy shit,” he murmured. 
 
    “When did he come to see you about those protection rituals he wanted you to perform?” 
 
    “Mmmmm.  Let’s see. The first time he came was back in August. I tried to explain that he was making himself a target by feeding his fears.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    A faraway look pooled in Paul’s dark eyes as he answered.  “Cammie, in this world there are many things that can’t be seen with the human eye, but are felt within our being -- the shiver at the back of your neck, those moments when you know you are not alone. There are creatures that inhabit the in-between place which prey on the energy of the living.  In order to gain access to this energy, they seek openings – vulnerabilities and fears that they feed on. The more the living react, the more of their personal energy they leak.  This is what the creatures manipulate to keep the food source coming.  They feed upon the fears, the doubts, the insecurities that we each possess. Whenever Todd came to see me, we spoke of these things. There were moments when I thought I’d made a breakthrough.  An understanding would come into his eyes when I explained that the only way to find true peace from whatever tormented him lay in removing and healing those fears.  Only then would these creatures find nothing to feed upon and move on.  However, a few weeks later, he would be back to square one.” 
 
    “How many times did he come to see you?” 
 
    “Oh, at least a half dozen.  His last visit to me was last night, around six pm.  He came to tell me that he’d found the answer he was looking for, a way to keep the darkness away once and for all.  Gave me three hundred dollars for my troubles, then left.” 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  “Three hundred?  That’s pretty generous.” 
 
    “I thought so too.  But he wouldn’t take it back.  As it so happens, I need to fix my generator.”  Paul looked up at the ceiling and grinned.  “The universe provides.”  He paused, then continued, “I tried to warn him that whatever he’d done was only a band-aid.  The fears he harbored were still there, festering within his soul.  But he wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “Is it too much to hope that he told you what this thing was that he did?”  Paul lifted his shoulders as he shook his head.  Cammie made a face.  “Why isn’t anything easy?”  She paused as a thought occurred to her.  “How did you hear about his death?  We only discovered his body about an hour and a half ago.”  When Paul didn’t answer, she smiled.  “You just knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Part of being a shaman.  You’re connected to everything and everyone.  Nothing takes place in these woods that I don’t know about.”  He glanced sideways at her, a grin tugging at his mouth.  “The trees have a way of letting me know what happens in their forest.” 
 
    Just as they’d told him what had befallen Marcy.  However, he still needed to sit with it before bringing it up with Cammie.  
 
    “You do know that you may be the last person who saw Todd alive?” she pointed out. 
 
    “Humph.  What do you know about that?” 
 
    “By the way, how did you get over here?  I didn’t hear a snowmobile.” 
 
    “Snowmobiles are for sissies.  I snow shoed over.” 
 
    “That’s over five miles away!” 
 
    Paul chuckled.  “I started out early.” 
 
    They sat side by side, each lost in their own thoughts.  Cammie wasn’t sure how she felt about Paul’s description of these dark creatures. It was all too fantastic. Something straight out of a horror film.  Then, slowly, before she fully realized what was happening, a memory clicked into place – a night when she was ten years old, and she’d made her way to Paul’s cabin.  She couldn’t remember how the subject came up, but he’d spoken to her of creatures that purportedly roamed the woods around Mkazawi Pond.  He brought these creatures to life with his soft words, so much so that when she returned to her father’s cabin, she literally flew along the trail, afraid to look behind her. Creatures that, to this day, still had the ability to, as Rick said, scare the piss out of her.  The logical part of her knew they didn’t exist; they were part of the Native American lore that still permeated the area.  But, much like the bogie man that lurks under the bed, ready to pounce on unsuspecting children, Cammie knew the legends were a vulnerability she secretly hid in her heart.   
 
    The roar of Rick’s approaching snowmobile shattered the silence.  She stood up and turned to Paul.  “Can I give you a lift back to your cabin?” 
 
    “No thanks.  It’s a good day for a walk.” 
 
     “Doc’s thinking of putting Todd’s death down to misadventure.” 
 
    Paul glanced back at the books on the bookshelf.  “Misadventure?  Mmmm.  He wouldn’t be wrong now, would he?”  Cammie started towards the door when Paul spoke again.  “Think with your heart.” 
 
    She stopped and turned towards him.  “Huh?” 
 
    “The head can lie. The heart never does.” 
 
    Their eyes met and locked.  After a few moments, it was Cammie who looked away first. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” she mumbled before escaping the suffocating silence of Todd’s cabin and Paul’s unnerving gaze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    After arriving back at Doc’s, Cammie changed out of her uniform, and threw on a pair of jeans and oversized sweater.  Although she wanted nothing more than to lie down and take a nap, she knew if she did, she’d never hear the end of it from Doc.  Instead, she padded downstairs in her stocking feet to the kitchen where Doc was cooking dinner.  
 
    Doc’s enormous cabin was built in an open style architecture, with pieces of original art and sculptures strategically placed throughout.  The kitchen itself took up a corner of the immense room.  The wide teak table that served as the dining area was only steps from the kitchen.  Above it hung a beautifully globed, art deco chandelier.   
 
    On the other side was the living room area with its enormous river stone fireplace, thick Aubusson carpets and furniture that you could just melt into. 
 
    Bending at the waist, Cammie found the groove at the bottom edge of the black granite counter and pulled out what appeared to be a drawer, but was actually a cushioned stool.  She straddled it, and took a whiff of the delicious aromas wafting from the stove. 
 
    “What’s on the menu for tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “Beef bourguignon.” 
 
    Cammie rubbed her hands together.  “Smells heavenly!” 
 
    She immediately launched into what she’d found at Todd’s cabin that afternoon.  Doc kept his back to her as he ladled the stew from a large metal pot into a serving bowl, but she knew he was listening. 
 
    “So that’s it,” she finished.  “The guy scared himself to death over witches and God knows what, got drunk, which made him even more frightened, and ran off screaming into the night.  It’s pretty cut and dried. Though to be honest, I’d still like to know what suddenly turned him into a doomsday prepper.  Or made him so sure he was now safe from the things that go bump in the night.” 
 
    “You know more than most that not every question during an investigation gets an answer.  If he was so caught up with protecting himself against evil, there’s no telling what he found that gave him peace of mind.  Maybe a sheep’s fetus that he buried under the porch.” 
 
    Cammie made a face.  “Ugh.  By the way, is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “And have you burn down my home?  I think not.” 
 
    Cammie may have had many talents, but it was well known throughout Clarke County that cooking was not one of them.  The one time she’d tried to make dinner, it had taken the Twin Ponds Fire Department to save her cabin from going up in flames.   
 
    “I received the results from the apple pie you bagged at Marcy’s.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know the pie was made with granny smith apples, sugar and cinnamon with a touch of nutmeg.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “Damn.  Did you find anything out of the ordinary during Todd’s autopsy?”  
 
    She saw Doc’s back stiffen.  “Got as far as emptying his pockets before something came up.  I’ll get to it as soon as I can,” he answered in an unexpectedly terse voice.  “If you want to look at his possessions, I’ll bring them up.” 
 
    His tone and rigid posture caught her attention.  This was the first time in his capacity as county coroner that he hadn’t completed an autopsy as soon as he’d gotten the corpse home to his lab, named the Crypt by the townspeople, in the basement of his house.   
 
    Doc was a whirlwind of activity, as well as insatiably curious.  He loved nothing more than to delve into the mysteries of how someone died.  For him not to dig into, so to speak, a cadaver was highly unusual.   She was about to ask if he was alright when she swallowed the words.  He’d been so irascible lately, there was no sense in ruining his good mood.  
 
    “Why don’t you do something less dangerous and set the table while I take the bread out of the oven?” 
 
    Cammie’s head whipped up.  Now this was highly unusual.   
 
    Due to Doc’s hyper energy, he liked to eat standing up.  At breakfast, he could be found standing at the counter, reading the latest news on his I-pad while he munched on an omelet or eggs benedict, savoring the deep roast coffee that Cammie found disgusting, but which Doc lived for.  Dinner time found him, unless he was hosting a dinner party, at his usual spot at the counter, bending over his plate, while conducting erudite conversations.   
 
    “Are we expecting company?” she asked in as casual a voice as she could muster. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we are.  Now hop to it.  Our guest should be here any minute.” 
 
    “Can I at least ask who it is?” 
 
    “You can.  Though it doesn’t mean I’ll answer you.”  Cammie narrowed her eyes at him.  He pointed his finger at her.  “By the way, your hair looks like a fledgling that’s fallen out of its nest in a hurricane.  Just sayin…”  
 
    Cammie looked at her reflection in Doc’s massive stainless steel refrigerator and saw that he was right.  Her curly auburn hair did look worse than usual.    
 
    She tamped down her hair.  It sprang up.  She tried flattening the back.  It sprang up again.  She turned on the faucet and, shoving her hand under the water, dragged her wet fingers through her hair.  Looking at her image in the fridge, she now resembled a drowned duck. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    Doc looked at her aghast.  “Oh my God,” he muttered. 
 
    “Look, unless George Clooney or Brad Pitt is at the door, why should I care what I look like?” 
 
    “If George Clooney or Brad Pitt were at my door, sweetheart, you’d be out in the snow quicker than you could say ‘boo’.  I don’t believe in competition.  As it is, I invited Jason.  Now hurry up and set the table.  It’s in bad taste to set the table while your dinner guest is waiting to be fed.” 
 
    Cammie swung around in shock.  “Jace?” she questioned, as she flicked a stray bead of water from her hair out of her eye.  “Why would you invite Jace to dinner?” 
 
    “Because he’s been nice enough to come out here after working a full day, not to mention an evening of hockey practice, to help you in your recovery, and never once have you invited him in.  Not even for a cup of cocoa.  I’m making up for your bad manners.  Besides,” he continued as he whipped past her, opened the cabinet and started taking out the good china.  “You obviously need help in moving your relationship to the next level, which, I must say, has been long overdue.” 
 
    Cammie sputtered.  “Now wait just a minute—“ 
 
    “Darling, I know more than anyone what it’s like to have your heart broken.  It breaks my own heart that he likes women.  But he’s a good man.  Yes, he screwed up when he walked out on you.  But he’s human.  He made a mistake.  The fact that he’s back, and willing to continue to put up with you shows what a fantastic man he is. Now hurry!” 
 
    Cammie stood there nonplussed.  With a heavy sigh, Doc whirled around her, setting the table himself.   Just as he was opening up the wine, the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Ah, there’s our guest.  Now close your mouth and sit down.  We can fight about it later.  I’ll get the door.” 
 
    As she watched Doc dash away, she felt her irritation grow. Why did Doc think he could casually butt into her love life, when she didn’t even feel comfortable asking why he hadn’t performed the autopsy? 
 
    She was furious at his interference.  She didn’t need his input.  Her relationship with Jace was progressing just fine as far as she was concerned.  If and when she was ready to make the next move, she’d be the one to make it, not this cantankerous, pain in the ass – 
 
    She looked up and her thoughts froze.   
 
    Jace stood near the dining table. He’d shaved, his hair was neatly combed and he was wearing a pair of tight jeans, and a new flannel shirt that was open at the neck, allowing his dark chest hair to peek out.  He looked – hot. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    And she looked like a tired drowned rat. 
 
    Double damn. 
 
    “I hope you enjoy beef bourguignon,” Doc literally sang as he bustled towards the stove.   
 
      
 
     “My grandmother used to make it. It’s always been one of my favorites.” 
 
    As Jace took his seat opposite her, Cammie’s hand involuntarily went to the back of her head where she tried to tamp out her unruly curls.  She suddenly realized what she was doing and jerked her hand back into her lap.   
 
     Why was she acting so ridiculous?  It wasn’t as if she’d never seen Jace wearing jeans that contoured beautifully to his hips and butt.  Nor shirts that showed off his rippling muscles and incredibly sexy chest hair.  Of course for the past few weeks, all she’d been seeing was Jace wrapped up in a thick parka, hockey gloves and a furry bomber hat.   
 
    She inwardly groaned.  God, she was getting as bad as Doc.  She cleared both her throat and her mind.  It was then that she noticed a pleasant scent assail her nostrils.  She frowned slightly as she leaned forward.   
 
    Are you kidding me?   
 
    Jace was wearing cologne.  
 
    She involuntarily turned to Doc and glared at him.  Which he ignored. 
 
     “I heard about Todd Paradis,” Jace replied.  “Folks are saying he froze to death.” 
 
    Jace’s words forced her to look back to him.  She swallowed her irritation and answered, “Looks like it.”    
 
     “I figured you’d be out most of the day handling that.” 
 
    Doc placed the bread basket on the table, the slight smell of garlic wafting through the kitchen. After they’d all been served, Cammie kept her focus squarely on her food.  She was still seething at Doc, and she was afraid she’d end up saying something that would trigger World War III. 
 
    Doc knew she was angry, but he didn’t care.  He knew exactly what he was doing, and her ridiculous stubbornness was not going to stop him.  
 
    In an effort to get a conversation going, he turned to his guest.  “Tell me, Jason, did you know Todd Paradis at all?”  
 
    Doc was the only person on earth who called Jace by his given name.  Despite hearing it a thousand times, it still sounded strange to Cammie’s ears.  He was and always would be Jace to her. 
 
    Jace tilted his head and thought for a moment.  “Can’t really say I did,” he finally answered.  “When he first came to town, he used to stop by and watch hockey practice.  He told some of the guys he’d played back in Manchester on an after-work men’s league.  They offered him a chance to try out, but he never took them up on it.  I can’t exactly remember when, but he stopped showing up.  After that, I only saw him when he bought gas or had his oil changed, which wasn’t very often.  By the way, this meal is excellent.” 
 
    “It’s our way of showing our appreciation for your help in getting our sheriff back on her feet.  Tell me,” he added before Cammie could interject.  “What exactly are the townspeople saying about how he died?” 
 
    “It was no secret how much Todd liked to drink.  Word is he drank too much, got disoriented and froze to death near his house.  It’s not the first time something like that has happened up these parts, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?”  Cammie asked, despite her simmering displeasure with Doc. 
 
    “Dunno.  Maybe a few weeks ago.”   He looked from Cammie to Doc.  “You thinking something else happened to Todd?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “I couldn’t find anything in his cabin that might tell me if he had family.   If he did, they should be notified of his death.” 
 
    “That and his collection of books on witchcraft and protection from evil have our sheriff a bit spooked.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised he owned books like that, given where his cabin is located.” 
 
    She frowned as she rolled it over in her mind.  Then it came to her.  “You’re right, I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Anybody care to clue me in?” Doc spoke up. 
 
     “I’m sure you’ve heard of the Salem Witch Trials,” Cammie explained. 
 
    Doc nodded.  “Shameful event.”  
 
    “What you probably haven’t heard is that according to town legend, Twin Ponds was settled in 1692 by settlers who were the real witches of Salem.  As soon as they got wind of what was happening, they got the hell out of Dodge, picking a place as far away and as remote as they possibly could to escape the witch hunters.” 
 
    “They succeeded admirably,” Doc replied. “I thought however, Twin Ponds was settled in 1865 by loggers who worked the forest.” 
 
    “That’s the official story.  But archeological evidence shows there’s been colonial habitation here since the 17th century.  Every Halloween, or Samhain as they call it, a group of locals go up to the top of Crow Mountain and hold rituals honoring the memory of the original settlers.  The whole area is saturated with thoughts and intentions of witches past, present and future.”  
 
    Doc took a sip of his wine.  “What does this have to do with Paradis?” 
 
    “His cabin is on the northern foot of Crow Mountain.”  She paused, before adding, “I don’t expect you to believe this Doc, but there is something eerie about that whole forest, and Crow Mountain itself.  When I was a teenager, I tried going up there with a group of friends on Samhain to see what all the hubbub was about.  I can’t exactly describe what I felt, but it was as though the forest were watching us.  It frightened us enough that we all ran out of there screaming.  As a rule, I try to avoid that place as much as I can.”    
 
    Doc chuckled.  “Honestly, Cammie.  You can’t tell me you actually believe those stories. That’s all superstition.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near Crow Mountain at night, and I certainly wouldn’t want to live in Todd’s cabin.  Just being there this afternoon creeped me out.  You figure if nothing else, all the intention and yearly rituals must have left some mark on the area.  Maybe Todd felt it. Maybe that’s what led him to believe in all the legends and stories.  And I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what killed him.” 
 
    “Well, now that you’ve thoroughly frightened yourself and Jason, I say let this one go.  For whatever reason, Paradis became drunk, went out into the forest, and died after becoming disoriented. The autopsy will prove that.  I doubt long dead witches or dark creatures that say boo in the night had anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” Cammie murmured non-committedly.   
 
    They moved on to more innocent subjects. By the time dessert was done two hours later, Cammie was ready to collapse.  Jace saw the exhaustion around her eyes.  After helping clear the table, he announced he was leaving.   
 
     “Why don’t you walk Jason to the door, then shut the lights off for the night?” Doc suggested.  Her first impulse was to refuse.  She loathed being manipulated.  And Doc was being so obvious, a blind man could see his intentions.  But she thought better of it when she saw Jace glance at her from beneath his brow. 
 
    Inwardly sighing, she stood up and followed the young man to the front door.  He threw on his parka and furry hat before turning to her. 
 
    “You coming to the game tomorrow night?” 
 
     “Game?” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s our last regular season game. We’re playing the Snow Owls.”  
 
    The Snow Owls were the Night Hawks’ hated rivals, and it was sure to be an exciting, boisterous night. 
 
    Cammie hesitated.  She was still miffed at Doc for trying to stage-manage the situation between herself and Jace.  In the past, she’d never missed a home game.  However, things were different now. If she accepted, was she getting his hopes up they would reconcile?  At the same time, she knew it would be a good game.  Lots of action, lots of excitement.  And the potential for lots of violence.   
 
    The rivalry between the two teams had been going on for years; she herself had taken part in the after game tussles when she’d been a team member, coming home bruised and bloodied, but exhilarated by a win, or devastated by a loss.   
 
    Now as sheriff, it was her duty to attend, if only to thwart any possible fights.   
 
    “Someone has to keep the peace,” she finally said. 
 
    Jace smiled.  “Great.  See you tomorrow.” 
 
    He let himself out and heard Cammie close the door behind him.  A few moments later, the lights were turned off.  He remained standing on the wrap around porch, looking up at the broad expanse of stars in the night sky. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Whistling under his breath, he literally danced to his truck. 
 
      
 
    Cammie went upstairs to her room where she stripped off her clothes, put on her warm pajamas and climbed into the bed from paradise.  She snuggled under the covers and tried to think of anything but Todd. Unfortunately, her last thought was of the stack of protection books on his shelf, and the array of locks on his door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    As expected, the entire town turned out for the game.  Even Doc showed up, using his medical expertise in case of injury as his excuse.  Cammie knew better.  He and the female population of Twin Ponds couldn’t resist the sight of so many sweating, testosterone driven men careening up and down the ice in front of them.  As much as she hated to admit it, she did too.   
 
    Although she’d been out and about as soon as she was able, this was the first time she’d attended a Night Hawks game since catching Eli Kelley’s killer.  To her surprise and delight, she was greeted with cheers as she took her usual seat a few rows up from center ice – the best vantage point to catch all the action, both on the ice and in the stands.   
 
    What a difference a few months and getting shot made.  During the investigation of Eli’s murder, she’d become persona non grata to the extent that Rick had planned on placing snipers among the townspeople to protect her if she’d decided to go to one of the Night Hawks’ home games.  Now, with the murder solved, she was greeted as a long lost heroine.  Those who had turned against her were now her best friends; she was even given a blanket to keep her warm from Mrs. Nation – one of her harshest critics when the mess between herself, Eli Kelley and Jace began.  The only discomfort she felt were the overheard whispers regarding the state of hers and Jace’s relationship.  Everyone knew what had gone down between them.  The fact that she was at the game gave the town hope that they were back together. Or at least on the road to recovery.  If there was one consolation, she had yet to hear anyone mention hers and Jace’s games of pick-up. That little item surely would have spread like wildfire. 
 
    The arena where the Night Hawks played was inside an old warehouse located at the edge of Waban Pond.  Although practice was done on the pond, the games themselves were held inside the building to save the spectators from freezing to death.  To keep the fans warm, large space heaters were hung from the ceiling and turned on a few hours before the game.  The space heaters weren’t very strong, and it only succeeded in taking the edge off the cold.   But it did keep the wind and snow off the crowd, and gave the cheers and boos extra volume that the opposing teams always found a little daunting. 
 
    It was part of their secret weapon. 
 
    The Night Hawks themselves comprised players of all ages from Clarke County.  The oldest athlete was 45, the youngest 16.   
 
    Despite all that had gone down over the last few months, she had to admit, it felt good to be here.  It also did her heart good to see two women on the current Night Hawks roster.  Fifteen years before, she’d been the first and only female to play hockey for the county.  She took pride that she could serve as a bit of a role model for other women who wanted to play. 
 
    All around her, anticipation was growing, and she found herself caught up in it.  She had to keep reminding herself that she was here to head off any potential trouble between the rabid fans of both teams.  At the same time, she couldn’t wait for the game to begin.  
 
    “This is going to be outrageous,” Rick remarked as he slid in next to her. He’d already visited the concession stand run by the Women’s Church League, dipping his warm pretzel into a cup of melted cheese before chomping down on the gooey mess.  
 
    “Remember why you’re here,” she remarked.  “We need to make sure the chippiness on the ice doesn’t carry over into the stands or the parking lot.” 
 
    “That’s like saying it isn’t going to snow in Twin Ponds,” he answered, his mouth full of pretzel and cheese.   
 
    “Nevertheless, if we can head things off before they get too crazy…” 
 
    Instead of answering, Rick cheered lustily as Jace and his team skated out on the ice for a pre-game warm-up.  
 
    So much for taking orders.  
 
    Keeping a close eye on the fans in the stands, she felt someone sit down on the other side of her.  Turning, she saw it was Mike Endicott, the town’s jack of all trades lawyer. Next to him was his twelve year old son Chad who hoped one day to play for the Night Hawks. 
 
    “Good to see you here,” Mike greeted as he got as comfortable as he could on the cold bench.  “How’s the arm?” 
 
    “Getting better.  How are you?” 
 
    “Can’t complain.  Say, when’s a good time to stop by your place?  I have some paperwork I need you to sign regarding your inheritance.” 
 
    Before Eli Kelley was murdered, he’d had Mike change his will, leaving Cammie $500,000 and his two Stanley Cup rings.  Accustomed to living her life on a shoestring budget, she still hadn’t quite wrapped her mind around the fact that she could now buy anything she wanted without finagling her checkbook like a tight rope walker.   
 
    “I’m staying with Doc until I’m strong enough to fend for myself.” 
 
     “And you were still able to subdue Marcy Audet?  My, my, I’m impressed.  Did you ever figure out what made her go off like that?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “We’re awaiting the toxicology reports.” 
 
    “Nothing like jumping into the deep end your first day back to work.  Well, thank God your second case was an easy, if sad one.  What a shame Todd Paradis froze to death like that.  He seemed like a very nice guy.” 
 
    Her ears perked up. “You knew Todd?” 
 
    Mike nodded.  “I was helping him out with some financial matters.” 
 
    “What kind of financial matters?” 
 
    “Er – I’m not sure I can disclose –“ 
 
    “He’s dead, Mike.  I don’t think he’ll mind.  Besides, I have no way of knowing if he had any next of kin who deserve to be notified of his death.  If there’s anything you can do to help me out here, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Mike smiled.  “I suppose it won’t hurt to look through his paperwork to see if he listed any family.” 
 
    “Maybe we can do it after the game?  Shouldn’t take long, right?” 
 
    Mike gazed at Cammie with a puzzled look on his face.  She knew she was being pushy and tried to soften her tone.  “I just hate to think of someone back in Manchester caring about him and not knowing he’s dead.” 
 
    That seemed to mollify Mike.  She inwardly heaved a sigh of relief before turning her attention to the game. 
 
    Both sides came out looking for blood.  For a while, it looked as though the Night Hawks were going to win.  The score went back and forth, the mood of the crowd changing as swiftly as the numbers on the board.  With three minutes left during the final period, one of the Snow Owls goons came after Jace and slashed him above the eye, drawing a flood of blood all over his uniform and onto the ice.  The whole of Twin Ponds, including Cammie and Rick, jumped to their feet, cursing and swinging their fists at the guilty party.  Doc quickly scurried down to the locker room to stitch Jace’s eye while Cammie scanned the crowds, hoping she wouldn’t have to call off the game if the players and the crowd went for each other.  Thankfully, everyone behaved themselves, even when the two teams stepped up their aggressive play.  The arena was on the edge of their seats.  When Jace came back onto the ice, a cheer went up that filled the entire warehouse.  Unfortunately, he’d barely settled back into his rhythm when the Snow Owls scored a goal.  With 50 seconds to play, the Night Hawks tried to recoup, but it was impossible.   
 
    Twin Ponders sat stunned, hardly believing that the hated Snow Owls won the last game of the regular season.  The only sounds were the whistles and wild cheering from the Snow Owls and their fans who’d braved coming to the game.   
 
    Swallowing her disappointment, Cammie and Rick hurried to the parking lot. As expected, there were a few scuffles, but between the two of them, they were able to diffuse any escalating emotions.  As a rule, whenever the Night Hawks lost a home game, Zee closed for the night, averting any drunken brawls.  If the Snow Owls and their fans wanted to celebrate, they could do so in their own county with their own sheriff to pick up the pieces.  
 
    At long last the parking lot emptied out. Despite their relationship being in limbo, Cammie still felt compelled to make her way to the locker room to see how Jace was doing. She arrived just as Doc was emerging from the shack that served as the locker room. 
 
    “How is he?” she asked 
 
    “An inch or two lower and he could very well have lost an eye.  I just gave him some painkillers.” 
 
    “But he’s fine, right?” 
 
    “He’ll have some bruising on his face, but he’ll live.”  
 
    Having gotten her answer, she should leave. Standing in the snow, she was freezing. And she still needed to stop by Mike Endicott’s office. 
 
    Yet, Cammie couldn’t move.  She forced herself to ignore the glances from townspeople and Night Hawk players as they excited the clubhouse.  She knew what they were thinking.  Even she wondered why she was still standing here.  Doc was an excellent doctor.  There was no need to ignore his prognosis.  Still, she stayed.  And refused to look at the reason why she stayed. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, the club door opened and Jace emerged.   They stared at each other and, although she tried her best, she couldn’t stop the grimace forming on her face.   
 
    Jace’s brow had a bandage on it, and his temple and the skin under his eye were already turning purple.   
 
    “You stayed,” he said, his eyes alight with pleasure at seeing her.  
 
    “How are you doing?” she asked, sidestepping his statement. 
 
    “Didn’t see the bastard until it was too late.” 
 
    “Doc said he gave you some painkillers.” 
 
    He nodded.  “They’re in my pocket.  I figured I’d take them when I got back to Hank’s.  I’ve been staying there since – well --” 
 
    “Good idea,” she swiftly interjected.  “Doc tell you to take some time off?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve got too much work to do at the garage.” 
 
    She was about to scold him when she caught herself.  It wasn’t her place anymore to make sure he took care of himself.  The line between friendship and relationship was tenuous enough without her making it even more tenuous.   
 
    “Okay then.  I’ll stop by the garage tomorrow to see how you’re doing.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Cammie hurried away before it turned awkward.  Jace waited until she was gone before pumping the air with his arm.  
 
      
 
    It was a short drive down the empty and quiet Main Street. It was eleven pm, and everyone had scurried away to warm houses, leaving the wide street deserted. 
 
    Mike Endicott’s legal office was located a few doors down from police headquarters, and it was the only one with its lights on.  Pulling up to the curb, she quickly jumped out of her barely warm vehicle and ran into his office.   
 
    Walking through the tastefully decorated reception area, she found Chad sitting at the secretarial desk, playing on his iPad.  He barely registered her arrival as his thumbs flew over the keys.   Bemused at the thought that a troop of armed marines could march past him and he’d remain oblivious, Cammie passed him and entered the office.  Mike was seated at the small round table he used for conferences with his clients.  On the walls were photographs of some of the more beautiful scenic areas in Maine.  Laid out in front of him was a manila folder that he was flipping through. 
 
    “How’s Jace?” he asked. 
 
    “Sore.” 
 
    “Trophies of playing hockey, eh?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Say, how come you never got any facial scars?” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “I was fast.” 
 
    Mike laughed, then turned his attention back to the folders in front of him.  “I’ve been looking through Todd’s files.  Unfortunately, there is no mention of any next of kin.  As far as I know, his parents died several years ago, and he was their only offspring.” 
 
    Cammie felt a big letdown.  At the same time, she took this as a sign to let it go.  Todd died by misadventure, and was reading those books because he lived at the foot of a very creepy mountain.  End of story.  She gave a short shrug of her shoulders. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you taking the time to check the files.” 
 
    “I suppose if there’s anyone who might appreciate a visit from you regarding Todd’s death, it would be Torri Jackson.” 
 
    Cammie scanned the mental file in her brain, trying to match the name to a face. 
 
    “She lives in the small trailer on the east side of Twin Ponds,” Mike assisted.  “Big woman.  Gravelly voice. Likes to wear Kurt Cobain T-shirts.”  
 
    With that little bit of information, the face clicked into place.  Cammie remembered Torri as an overweight woman, bordering on obesity, of average height with a nose ring and a couple of tattoos on her fleshy upper arms.  She had shoulder length dark brown hair and smoked like a chimney.  Not exactly the poster child for healthy living. 
 
    “Something going on between her and Todd?” 
 
    “I suppose you could say that.  A few days before he died, he came in asking me to rush through a financial arrangement.  He was taking $50,000 out of his portfolio to give to Torri.” 
 
    Cammie’s jaw dropped.  “Give or lend?” 
 
    “I got the impression it was a gift.” 
 
    She whistled.  “$50,000 is beyond generous.” 
 
    “Todd did extremely well in the computer field.  He got out just before the bubble burst.”  Mike riffled through some papers on his desk.  “According to his records, he was worth about three million dollars.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes widened.  “Are you kidding?” 
 
    Mike shook his head.  “Wouldn’t know it to look at him, would you?” 
 
    She shook her head.  Nor by the way he chose to live his life either. 
 
    “He didn’t happen to leave a will, did he?” 
 
     “He did.”  Once again, Mike riffled through the file and pulled out a sheaf of papers.  He quickly scanned them.  “He left his estate to various chapters of the ASPCA.” 
 
    Cammie remembered Rick telling her how much Todd hated hunting.  Maybe this was his way of making up for Mommy and Daddy blasting away animals.  “No other recipients?” 
 
    “Nope.  That’s it.” 
 
    “Did the financial arrangement go through before he died?” 
 
    Mike nodded.  “The money was wired to our bank here the day before he died.”  He looked up at her, his eyes shrewdly assessing her.  “You think this transaction may have had something to do with his death?” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “I doubt it.  As you said, it looks like Todd drank too much, went outside and froze to death.  But you know how it is.  We investigators can’t help but be suspicious. It’s part of the job.” 
 
    “I suppose it is.  Now, let’s take care of your little inheritance.” 
 
    He pulled out some forms and had her sign them.  When she was done, he smiled at her.  “Have you figured out what you’re going to do with all that money?” 
 
    “I keep deliberately forgetting about it.  Thanks for reminding me.” 
 
    He laughed.  “I’m sure you’ll come up with some inventive ideas.”  He paused. “When do you think you’ll be spreading Eli’s ashes?”  When Cammie gave him a surprised look, he shrugged.  “A few people have been asking.” 
 
    Everyone knew that one of Eli’s last requests had been to spread his ashes over Waban Pond – the place where he’d gotten his start in what would be a stellar career as a hockey legend.   She’d been thinking of holding a small ceremony with the town, but the apprehension of his murderer had usurped her plans. 
 
    With her recovery and the deaths of Marcy and Todd, she’d placed the disposition of Eli’s ashes to the back of her mind. 
 
    “Soon,” she muttered.  “Real soon.” 
 
    “Good.  As sad as it will be, I think that’ll give Twin Ponds a well needed final closure.” 
 
    Cammie left the office, deep in thought.  Glancing over, she saw Chad still playing away on his iPad.  On an impulse, she went up to him and glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey Chad, what are you playing there?” 
 
    “Zombie Apocalypse, Sheriff.  It’s really cool.  I’ve just blown up a squadron of aliens who are using zombies to wipe out mankind.” 
 
    She glanced at his rapid fire thumbs flying over the keys and sighed. 
 
    Our future, she mused to herself as she opened the door and stepped out into the cold night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie awoke early.  She showered, threw on her uniform and pulled on two Polar Tec sweaters instead of the usual three.  She figured it was long past time to start acclimating herself to the frigid temperatures. 
 
    Grabbing her parka, she quietly let herself out of the house.  She was still upset at Doc for sticking his nose where it didn’t belong and thought it best not to engage with him until she’d thoroughly calmed down.  Avoiding him right now seemed the best path to follow.  Hopefully he’d do Todd’s autopsy soon, and she could let this case go.  Until then, it had managed to get a grip on her.  Especially now that she’d found out about the $50,000 Todd had given Torri.  Recalling Paul Langevin’s words, was the money what he’d been so sure would save him from whatever it was he feared?  Was it possible Torri was blackmailing him?  What information could she have on him that would make him part with such a large wad of cash? Did he honestly believe that once he paid her off, she’d leave him alone? 
 
    If he did, he was a bigger fool than Cammie could have ever imagined.  Blackmailers never stopped feeding at the trough.  As long as the threat was viable, they would continue to ask for more cash until the faucet was exhausted.  With Todd worth three million dollars, that faucet would be open for a very long time. 
 
    Driving along the snowy roads, she thought about the different pieces of this case that were beginning to assemble.  This was both her favorite and frustrating part of her job – arranging information in the jigsaw puzzle that was every investigation until it all made sense.  She couldn’t bring closure to Marcy’s case until Augusta finished its toxicology reports.  Todd, however was a different matter.  Could the reason she couldn’t let this go was because it gave her something to occupy her mind with?  She didn’t want to think about Jace.  But she did.  She certainly didn’t want to think about Doc’s cantankerous behavior of late.  But that was a given.  As long as she occupied her mind with Todd himself, and the circumstances leading up to his death, she could keep everything else at bay.  At least she didn’t have to think about her shoulder.  Ever since Paul had done his mojo on it, it was feeling remarkably better.    
 
    On this crisp sunny morning, she made a deal with herself.  She would talk to Torri, see what she had to say, check in on Jace to make sure he was alright, then stop by the office to see what was going on.  If all that didn’t kill her, she’d go to Paul’s for another session on her shoulder, then head over to her cabin and start making a list of the repairs she could now afford to make, thanks to her inheritance from Eli.   
 
    As she drove along, she pulled out her phone and called the bank, asking to be put through to the manager. A few moments later, a high pitched male voice answered. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m doing well, Mr. Jenkins,” she responded, picturing the slight, balding man.  “I have a question regarding a transaction that took place a few days ago with Todd Paradis.” 
 
    There was a sympathetic clucking over the phone. “Oh yes, poor Mr. Paradis.  It’s a shame what happened to him.” 
 
    “Yes it is.  It’s come to my attention that $50,000 was wired into his bank account.” 
 
    “Hold on a moment.  I’ll pull it up on my computer.”  She heard the clicking of keys.  “Yes, here it is.  It was deposited on the morning of March 2nd and withdrawn that same afternoon.” 
 
    “How was it withdrawn?  Moved into another account?” 
 
    “Bank check.” 
 
    “And it was Mr. Paradis who withdrew it?” 
 
    “Of course.  There was no one else listed on his account so only he could direct his own funds.”  There was a pause, then in a lowered, hushed voice he asked, “Does this have something to do with his death?” 
 
    “No,” Cammie quickly responded.   
 
    Like many small towns, Twin Ponds needed gossip the way humans needed oxygen to survive.  A little matter like this phone call could mushroom into an atomic bomb of overblown suppositions.  Anxious to squelch the rumor mill, she said, “Mr. Paradis died of natural causes.  We’re just trying to track down any next of kin for notification purposes.” 
 
    Mr. Jenkins sounded disappointed as he uttered an ‘oh’. 
 
    “I don’t suppose he listed any next of kin on his account?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for your time.” 
 
    She hung up and wondered why Todd had gotten a bank check. Wouldn’t it have made sense to simply deposit such a large sum of money directly into Torri’s bank account? 
 
    It took another twenty minutes to reach Torri’s trailer.  It was set back from the road, nestled within a grove of tall pines.  Although a rental property, the plot surrounding the trailer was always neat and tidy; in the summer the front steps were surrounded with an assortment of brightly colored flowers and a small herb garden. In the winter, the walkway and parking area were kept shoveled.   
 
    When Cammie pulled up, she noticed Torri’s rusted Dodge truck parked out front.  She got out of the Explorer and walked up the shoveled walkway to the front door where she gave a sharp rap.  A moment later the door opened and a cloud of cigarette smoke hit Cammie in the face, causing her to gag. 
 
    “Hey Sheriff, how ya doing?” Torri greeted in a voice deepened by too much tobacco.  She was dressed in black leggings that unfortunately accentuated every ounce of cellulite on her legs and protruding belly.  As if he hadn’t suffered enough in life, poor Kurt Cobain’s face was stretched over a pair of overly large breasts.  In her hand was her usual cigarette.  “I heard you were shot.  You okay from that?” 
 
    “Yes I am.” 
 
    “I was just about to brew a cup of tea.  Want some?” 
 
    “Actually, I just came by to ask you a few quick questions.” 
 
    “Well, come on in from the cold.  No sense both of us getting frostbit.” 
 
    Cammie loathed the smell of cigarette smoke. She hated the way its odor got into her hair and clothes.  She hesitated going into the toxic air of the trailer, but she equally hated standing outside in the frigid temperatures.  Maybe if she asked her questions quickly, she could get out before taking a breath.   
 
    She stepped inside and glanced about.  The trailer, as with most trailers, was deceiving from the outside.  It was roomier than expected, with a living room to the left.  Beyond that was a corridor that led down to the bedrooms and bathroom.  Before her was a small kitchen and she was grateful to notice the slightly open window next to the table.  She made a beeline for it, the cold clean air seeping in to dissipate the strong odor of tobacco.  Torri bustled about pouring herself a cup of tea before maneuvering her large body into a chair opposite Cammie.  
 
    “Okay, shoot.  Oops, sorry.  Probably shouldn’t have said that, what with your injury and all.” 
 
    Cammie waved away her remark.  “I’m sure you’ve heard about Todd Paradis?” she asked. 
 
    Torri’s eyes unexpectedly teared up.  “Yeah,” she rasped.  “I can’t believe he froze to death.  He was always so careful about bundling up before he went out on his walks.” 
 
    “Did he ever go out on these walks at night?” 
 
    Torri shrugged.  “I can’t really say, Sheriff.  I do know he liked to walk.  Sometimes he and I would take off for a stroll along the trails in my backyard.  But that was always during the day.” 
 
    Cammie fought to keep the disbelief off her face.  By the looks of it, Torri wouldn’t have gotten a few feet from her front door before having a stroke. 
 
    “I heard he recently gave you a sizeable amount of money. What can you tell me about that?” 
 
    “Todd was a sweet man, you know?” she sniffled. “The sweetest I ever met. I thought to myself, girl you finally got lucky. After a run of assholes, I finally met me a decent guy.” 
 
    “So you and Todd were involved?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  We were keepin’ it discreet.  Didn’t want it getting around town that we were an item.”  She shrugged.  “I’ve been the target of too much gossip in my life in the love department.  And Todd liked his privacy too.  It worked for both of us.” 
 
    “So about this money?” 
 
    “You know my baby sister Clarisse?  She lives over in Bangor.  Well, actually, she used to live in Bangor. She got knocked up by her boyfriend, and with the baby just about due, the son of a bitch took off. Can you believe that?  Just took off without a word or a forwarding address or nothin’.  There was no way she could keep the apartment, not on waitress tips.  So I had her move in here with me.  As you can see, I ain’t exactly Beverly Hills myself.  One night, I just couldn’t hold it in anymore and started cryin’.  Todd insisted on knowing why I was upset, so I told him.  He immediately told me he didn’t have nobody in his life.  Just him and me.  He wanted to help and offered to give me some money so Clarisse and the baby would be taken care of.” 
 
    “Where is Clarisse?”  
 
    “She’s out shopping.  She gets these cravings like you wouldn’t believe.  She should be back in about a half hour.” 
 
    “How much did Todd give you?” 
 
    Torri shook her head. “That’s the thing, Sheriff.  I was actually embarrassed by Todd’s generosity.  Clarisse and me don’t need that much.  But he insisted on giving us $50,000.  Said he wanted me out of this trailer and into a decent place, especially with the baby due any day.  I didn’t want to take it. We even had a fight about it.  But he won in the end.  He made sure he won by bringing up Clarisse’s baby.  He told me, if you won’t do it for me, do it for the baby.”  Tears coursed down Torri’s round cheeks.  “He was so good.  Where else will you find a man who would do that for you?” 
 
    “How long had you been dating before he made the offer?” 
 
    “Six months.  We met about 4 months after I moved up here from Massachusetts.  Met at Zee’s over a burger.” 
 
    “Oh?  What part of Massachusetts are you from?” 
 
    “Danvers.  You heard of it?” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “How did you ever stumble upon Twin Ponds to live?” 
 
    Torri took a long sip of her tea.  “My late dad was a hunter. He hunted all over Maine and New Hampshire. He used to tell me about this place. When Mom died, Clarisse and me wanted to make a brand new start.  Too many memories in the old neighborhood.  Since we had nothin’ holding us there, now that Mom and Dad were gone, we decided to drive around New England.  I remembered this town and as soon as I saw it, I felt comfy here.  Sort of like I belonged.  So I rented this trailer and here I am.  Ain’t much, but it’s home.  You can understand that.  Same thing kinda happen to you, huh?” 
 
    ‘In a way. Tell me, Torri, did you ever visit Todd out at his cabin?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m lucky my truck makes it to Main Street.  Ain’t no way it was going to make it on those back roads to his place.  That’s why I couldn’t tell you if he liked to take walks at night.” 
 
    “Did he ever mention being nervous out there?” 
 
    Torri narrowed her eyes at Cammie.  “You thinkin’ someone did something to him?” 
 
    “No.  It was obvious he’d been drinking the morning he died.” 
 
    Torri nodded.  “I tried to get him to stop, or at least to lighten up a bit.  But the booze had gotten too much under his skin.”   
 
    “So you never went out there?” 
 
    “Nope.  Not once.  Tell you the truth, I couldn’t find it if I tried.  It was easier for him to come over here.” 
 
    “Did he ever mention his interest in the paranormal?” 
 
    Torri burst out laughing, the odor of tobacco from her open mouth hitting Cammie in the face.  It took all her effort to keep from retching. 
 
    “Paranormal?  Like ghosts and stuff?  You been watchin’ too many of those shows on TV, sheriff!  What would make you ask a question like that?” 
 
    “I noticed some books on the subject on Todd’s bookshelf.” 
 
    Torri snorted.  “If there’s one thing I can tell you about Todd, it’s that the man had a curiosity that just wouldn’t quit.  Anybody mention a subject he didn’t know anything about, he’d load up on books just to learn about it.”  She shrugged.  “Maybe he found those books in a garage sale, or somethin’.” 
 
    “So he never said anything about it to you?” 
 
    Torri leaned over, the stench of cigarettes oozing from her pores.  “Sheriff, whenever Todd came over, it wasn’t talk he was interested in, if you catch my drift.”  She snorted again. 
 
    By this time, despite the open window, the smoke was stinging Cammie’s eyes and her lungs were screaming.  She had a few more questions, then she’d get out before her lungs exploded. 
 
    “Did Todd ever talk about his life in Manchester?” 
 
    Torri shook her head.  “Nope.  Never mentioned it.” 
 
    “So you have no idea if he was able to afford the $50,000 gift.” 
 
    Torri turned her dark eyes to Cammie.  “If you’re askin’ me if I knew what he was worth, moneywise, I didn’t.  It ain’t something we talked about. I figured if he was willing to just give us the money, he could afford it.  Believe me, Sheriff, if I didn’t think he could afford it, I wouldn’ta taken it.  In fact, I still got the bank check he give me.  Haven’t cashed it yet.” 
 
    “Any particular reason he didn’t transfer it directly to your bank account.” 
 
    Torri lifted her shoulders.  “When someone hands you a $50,000 bank check, you don’t get into particulars like that, y’know?” 
 
    There was something in the way Torri spoke the last words that made Cammie intuitively know she wasn’t telling the truth.  She decided to let it go and continued her questioning. 
 
    “Tell me about Todd.  What was he like?” 
 
    The woman looked away, her eyes glazing over with memories.  “He was shy, Sheriff.  Real shy.  But he had a heart of gold.  Would do anything for anybody.  Give you the shirt off his back if you needed it.  He wasn’t much of a talker, but he had a way of letting you know he cared.  Sometimes he’d come over and we’d just sit.  No sex, no TV.  Just sit quietly, holding hands on the sofa.  Enjoyin’ each other’s company.” 
 
    “How often would Todd come over?” 
 
    “We didn’t have no schedule.  Sometimes he’d come over three, four times a week.  Sometimes once a week.  Sometimes two weeks would go by before he’d show up.  I’d always cook him a warm meal.  He appreciated that, you know.  A lot of men take that for granted.  Not him.” 
 
    “Do you have any interest in what they call doomsday prepping?” 
 
    Torri cackled deep in her throat.  “Shit, Sheriff, you honestly believe I spend my days worrying about the end of the world?  I just worry about paying the rent on this little piece of paradise.” 
 
    “Was Todd interested in doomsday prepping?” 
 
    “If he was, I didn’t know nothin’ about it.  When he wasn’t visiting here, he lived his life and I lived mine. Whatever he did in his cabin was no concern of mine. Todd was sweet, but like I said, he was private.  And I didn’t pry.  Which is probably why he stuck around.” 
 
    “Have you made any plans on how you’re going to spend Todd’s gift?” 
 
    “Clarisse and me been talking about buying a double wide.  With the baby and all, this place is going to be a bit cramped.  But I ain’t gotten that far yet.  Still trying to wrap my head around the fact that poor Todd is gone, and my baby sister is about to become a mother.” 
 
    Cammie got up and walked to the door.  She opened it and was about to leave when she turned back to Torri. 
 
    “By the way, when did you and Clarisse move to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    Torri took a drag from her cigarette and thankfully blew it out of the corner of her mouth away from Cammie. 
 
    “Mmmm.  Let’s see. We’ve been here since last May.”  She grinned.  “Can’t think of any place I’d rather be, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    After thanking her for her time, Cammie hurriedly left the trailer.  Once outside, she took a long, deep breath of cold, fresh air.  She sniffed at her parka and groaned.  It smelled like she’d immersed herself in a vat of cigarette smoke.   
 
    Crap. 
 
    Leaving the windows of the Explorer cracked open in the hopes it would dispel the smell of tobacco clinging to her, she found herself going over the conversation with Torri as she headed into town. 
 
    She’d readily admitted to receiving $50,000 from Todd.  If it had been part of a blackmail scheme, it didn’t make sense that she would bite off the hand that was feeding her and her sister. If she had killed Todd, she’d done it without leaving a mark on the body, or in the snow surrounding the cabin and his body.  Only the autopsy would tell her if he’d died by anything other than misadventure.  Still, it was odd that just as he started dating Torri, he’d gone, as Rick said, all doomsday prepper.  And it was odder still that he’d gone all the way to Paul’s house on the evening before his death to tell the shaman that he was now safe.  Safe from what?  Safe because he’d given Torri $50,000?  Was his doomsday preparation and the gift to Torri related?   
 
    And wasn’t it interesting that he’d started to see Paul about protecting himself five months ago, just after he and Torri started dating. 
 
    Fishing out her cell from her parka pocket, she speed dialed Doc, but after trying twice, her call went to voicemail.  She could only hope he was absorbed in Todd’s autopsy. 
 
    Reaching the garage where Jace worked, she bypassed the front office to avoid drawing attention to the fact that she was visiting him, and let herself in through a side door. 
 
    As usual, he was in one of the bays, his head under the hood of a truck.  The smell of car oil and gasoline filled the air, as did the sounds of the radio tuned to a local rock station.  Hearing her footfall over the music, he looked up and smiled broadly when he saw her.  To her dismay, her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    His face looked worse than it had the night before.  The bruises were darker in color, shadowing his left eye and cheek.  A fresh bandage covered his brow.   
 
    “Came by to see how you’re feeling,” she said as she stood on the other side of the open hood.  
 
    He shrugged.  “Except for a headache, I’m fine.”  
 
    “Should you even be at work?” 
 
    “I’d go crazy sitting around Hank’s place.” 
 
    “Emmy gave me some tea that supposed to be good for getting rid of pain.  I tried it for a headache, and it worked like a charm.  I’ll get you some and you can brew yourself a cup.” 
 
    “Sure, why not?”  Cammie turned to go.  “Uh - say, Cam?” 
 
    She turned back.  “Yeah?” 
 
     “Looks like we won’t be playing pick-up for at least a couple of nights.  Even if the tea works, Doc still wants me to give my head a little time to heal.” 
 
    The disappointment in his voice was palpable.  Cammie nodded.  “I know all about Doc insisting on his patients taking it easy. No hurry on the hockey.  When you’re better.” 
 
    She left the garage and drove down the two city blocks to HQ.  Entering, she approached Emmy.  She was shocked when Emmy looked up at her. 
 
    “Em, are you alright?  You look – um--” 
 
    The young woman shrugged.  “I haven’t been sleeping well these last few nights.” 
 
    Cammie instinctively knew it was more than just lack of sleep.  If she didn’t know better, she’d swear there was something eating away at Emmy.  Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot and her face looked unusually pale.  She always greeted everyone with a smile, but now she seemed listless and preoccupied.  Cammie reached out and rested her hand on Emmy’s shoulder. 
 
    “If there’s anything bothering you, you know you can always come to me.” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  ‘I know.” 
 
    When she didn’t say anything else, Cammie had no choice but to let it go.  Instead, she asked, “Do you still have any of that tea you gave me a few days ago?” 
 
    “Sure.”  She opened her drawer and took out the baggie.  “You have another headache?” 
 
    “It’s not for me.  It’s for Jace.  He took a good bang to the head last night at the game and his head is aching.” 
 
    “Then give him an extra teaspoon.  That should do the trick.” 
 
    “I’ll grab a baggie and--” 
 
    Emmy waved her off.  “Don’t worry about it.  Take the bag.  I can always get more.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    After Cammie left, Rick chuckled out loud.  “I’ll lay you even odds that by the end of this month, those two lovebirds will be doing what lovebirds do best.  They’re meant to be together and sooner or later our hardheaded sheriff is going to realize it.” 
 
    Emmy nodded and turned away.  If only Rick would notice who was meant to be together with him.  She inwardly sighed, then turned back to her computer.  At that moment, the phone rang.   
 
    “Hey Em, Cammie here.  I forgot to ask you to see what you can find on Torri and Clarisse Jackson.” 
 
    There was a long pause.  Just as Cammie was about to check to see if the connection had been dropped, she heard, “Um, like what?” 
 
    “Oh you know, the usual.  I’m curious about their backgrounds.” 
 
    “Okay, Sheriff.” 
 
    Emmy slowly hung up the phone.   
 
    “Hey Emmy,” Rick replied.  “I’m off to Zee’s.  You want me to pick you up anything for lunch?”  There was no answer.  “Yo Emmy?”  Still no answer.  Rick got up from his desk, crossed over to the young receptionist and waved his hand in front of her face.  “Earth to Emily, earth to Emily.”  Emmy snapped out of it and stared at Rick.  “I asked, do you want anything from Zee’s?” 
 
    “No, I’m all set,” she whispered. 
 
    Rick stared at her a bit longer, shrugged, and after throwing on his parka, left HQ.  Emmy clasped her shaking hands in her lap and audibly moaned.  Then, raising her trembling fingers over her keyboard, set about doing what the sheriff asked.  
 
     
 
    After giving Jace the baggie of tea, Cammie climbed back into her Explorer and headed out of town.  Although it was quicker to reach Paul by following the trail that snaked along Mkazawi Pond between their two cabins, the woods were covered in heavy snow.  Despite owning a pair of snow shoes, Cammie lacked the energy to make the trek.  She had no choice but to drive the long way around the large body of water.    
 
    Driving alongside the dense pines that surrounded the underdeveloped pond, she found herself thinking of all the times she’d walked the woods towards Paul’s home.  He’d been her refuge growing up and she’d lost count of the many cups of chamomile tea laced with honey he’d greet her with when she’d shown up unannounced on his doorstep.  Now that she thought about it, she realized that he seemed to know when she was going to show up because the tea would be brewed and a cup would be awaiting her.   
 
    He’d always been a fixture in her life, even in those fifteen years when she’d left Twin Ponds.  Despite the occasional exchange of Christmas cards, there had been an indelible chord that bound them together.  Upon her return to the town of her birth, one of the first people she’d looked up was Paul.  She recalled noticing that his hair was greyer, but other than that, he looked exactly the same.  And just as in her childhood, despite the passage of years, he’d had a cup of tea waiting for her, and it was as though no time had passed between them. 
 
    There was no sign indicating which turnoff was his.  As it was, his mailbox was hidden in among a thick brace of bushes.  Yet the mailman and the locals knew exactly where he lived.  He was renowned for his healing abilities and his gentle counsel, as well as his uncanny gift of speaking with spirit as he called it.  Cammie wasn’t sure how she felt about the subject of the paranormal, but she believed in Paul.  He wasn’t a fortune teller and turned away anyone who came to find out if they’d meet the perfect mate or if they’d win the lottery.  His gifts lay in helping people find their way through the maze of their life, offering advice and healings to remove obstacles and blocks and, many times, self-imposed fears that prevented people from living life to the fullest.   
 
    He’d been indispensable in helping Cammie find her own way in the midst of the disintegration of her parents’ marriage, and in the aftermath of what happened between her and Eli Kelley.  He’d been her touchstone, offering a strong shoulder when everything else in her life appeared ready to wash away.  She was never frightened when she was in his presence.  Which was why she was stunned when she pulled into the small clearing outside his cabin and saw him with his hands up in the air, his eyes closed, his body swaying as he chanted aloud in that strange language he used – a language he called “The Words of the Ancients”. 
 
    He didn’t appear to hear her and she watched, mesmerized as he continued to chant, turning in a circle while intoning towards the heavens.  With his back to her, he leaned down and picked up an abalone shell.  It was smoking heavily and she guessed he was burning sage, a gift he’d once told her came from the Native Americans that helped clear a space or a person of negative energies.   
 
    Paul picked up two feathers which Cammie instantly recognized.  Both had been gifts – one from an Alaskan eagle, the other from a South American condor.  She recalled his recounting of the legend concerning the Eagle and the Condor.  The Eagle, representing the Northern Hemisphere, stood for all things connected to the mind, while the Condor, representing the Southern Hemisphere, was more about emotions.  Yet each could not stand alone.  Both were needed for things to be accomplished.  Therefore, when the day came that the Eagle and the Condor were united, there would be peace and harmony on earth.  The races would merge and mind and heart would become one. 
 
    With the world in the state it was in, Cammie wasn’t expecting that day to come any time soon.  Still, she continued to observe as he crossed the two feathers and carefully swiped the sage smoke with the feathers around the perimeter of his cabin.  When he turned towards the road, he saw her truck.  He nodded to her, but continued to sage.  She waited until he returned to where he’d started before she turned off the truck and got out.  She started to greet him, but he held up his hand and she stopped mid-word.  He came up to her and began to carefully sage her.  When he was done, he put his hand on top of her head and once more spoke in the tongue twisting language that was his. Finally, he appeared to be done.  Before she could ask, he looked at her with his deep, almost black eyes. 
 
    “Darkness is coming, Cammie.  And we must be prepared.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie was scared because Paul was scared.  Or at least she assumed he was scared.  He never showed any emotion other than peaceful equanimity.  But he had to be scared.  Why else do that ceremony on his front lawn?  She’d seen him sage before, but never with the intensity he’d just shown. And what about his remark about darkness coming?  What the hell was that all about? Well, if he wasn’t scared, she was scared enough for both of them. 
 
    She sat in his tiny cabin with the mug of tea in her hand, waiting for him to say something.  Anything.  But he remained silent.  Instead, he continued to sage the doors and windows, chanting quietly under his breath.  He then placed several large, rectangular shaped quartz crystals in a grid on a table beneath one of the windows that faced out over Mkazawi Pond.  Finally, she couldn’t stand it anymore and spoke up. 
 
    “Paul, what did you mean about the darkness coming?  And just what are you doing with the sage and crystals?” 
 
    For a moment she thought he was ignoring her as he focused his attention fully on the grid he was creating with the crystals.  He raised one hand over the center of the pattern, and with the other, placed it over his heart.  It almost looked as though he were saying the pledge of allegiance to a circle of crystals. Once more he intoned a prayer.  Just as she was about to speak again, he turned to her. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything,” he responded. 
 
    “Listen, if something is about to happen to Twin Ponds, I need to know about it.” 
 
    “What is about to happen is beyond your guns and manpower.  Let it be.” 
 
    “How can I let it be if you’re acting like it’s the end of the world?” Her eyes widened.  “Shit, it isn’t the end of the world, is it?” 
 
    To her surprise, a small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.  “Would you believe me if I told you it was?” 
 
    “This isn’t funny, Paul.” 
 
    He shrugged, then poured himself a cup of tea.  “Have you discovered any more on Todd’s death?” 
 
    Cammie eyed him.  “Is there something about Todd’s death that you’re not telling me?  Is it wrapped up in this darkness stuff you’re talking about?” 
 
    Paul took a long sip of his tea, wrapping his massive fingers tightly around the mug.  “It was just curiosity.” 
 
    Cammie knew he wasn’t being completely honest with her, which frightened her even more.  She leaned forward until their knees were touching.  “What is going on, Paul?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, Cammie.” 
 
    “Then why all the sage and chanting if you’re not sure?” 
 
    He lifted his eyes to meet hers.  They spoke of weariness, of a burden he didn’t wish to carry, but of which he had no choice. 
 
    “Just taking precautions.  Always better to be prepared than to be caught unawares.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Not sure. But next time you’re in the woods, see what the trees tell you.” 
 
    Cammie sat back, visibly exasperated.  “I’m not like you, Paul. The trees don’t speak to me.” 
 
    “You haven’t listened.” 
 
    After that he wouldn’t say any more.  He did another healing on her arm, tightlipped and unresponsive.  She left his cabin feeling out of sorts.  She couldn’t put her finger on it, but for the first time in all the years she’d known Paul, she’s seen him deliberately evasive. 
 
    And that was enough to completely unnerve her. 
 
      
 
    Cammie needed something to calm down.  With her plans to go to her cabin completely forgotten, she headed towards the one place she could think of that would help her compose herself. 
 
    It was close to two o’clock when Cammie walked into Zee’s Bar and Grille.  The lunch crowd was dwindling, with only two tables occupied when she arrived. 
 
    Slipping into the restaurant, she walked up to his immaculate, highly polished mahogany bar and slid onto the stool.  Now that lunch rush was over, he was behind the counter, polishing the glassware. 
 
    “What did you do to Doc?” he asked as soon as she sat down.  “His temper is worse than a badger’s lately.” 
 
    Cammie threw her hands up in the air.  “Why does everybody think I have something to do with his bad mood?” 
 
    “One, you’re living with him.  Two, you have been known to tick off a person or two and three, you have been known to tick off a person or two.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him.  “Doc was born with a bad temper.”  She shook her head.  “Look, if I knew what was wrong with him, I’d tell you.  But I don’t dare ask him.  I value my life too much.” 
 
    Zee gave a sympathetic nod.   “What can I get you today?” 
 
    “I’m splurging.  A Waban Burger and a ginger ale.” 
 
    The big man’s eyebrow went up.  “Something must be on your mind.  You only order the Waban Burger when you’re trying to puzzle something out.” 
 
    That was the thing about small towns which both attracted and repelled Cammie.  Sometimes it was nice to have someone know you so well.  Sometimes it was a pain in the ass to have someone know you so well.  She sat back on her stool and sighed. 
 
    “I guess you could say that.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  Marcy Audet and Todd Paradis, right?” 
 
    She eyed him.  “You know Zee, sometimes you scare me.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “This is the winter doldrums.  Nothing else going on around town except the usual knuckleheads getting even more drunk than usual because they’re bored with the snow and the cold and can’t wait for spring.  Marcy and Todd’s deaths are the only things worth talking about.  That is, besides you and Jace and the inevitable question of whether you’ll get back together.”  He learned forward.  “Unless there’s been another murder we haven’t heard about yet.” 
 
    Cammie shuddered.  “God, no.  And I hope not to have one of those until I’m long dead and buried.”    
 
    Zee placed the glass of ginger ale in front of her and she took a long sip from the straw.   
 
    “I’m waiting for the toxicology results to see if Marcy took anything that would have caused her erratic behavior.  As for Todd, we could smell the booze on him a mile away.”  She shrugged.  “Do you know if anyone saw him the night before his death?”  
 
    Zee shook his head.  “If anyone did, they’re not saying.” 
 
    “What are people saying about Marcy and Todd?” she asked. 
 
    He put down the cloth he’d been using to polish the glasses and tilted his head for a moment.  “Not much really.  Everybody knew Marcy was a whisker away from the nut hatch.  In fact, most folks are surprised it took her this long to fall off the sane wagon.  As for Todd, it’s sad he froze to death in the woods, but that’s not so unusual a way to die up in these parts.  Especially for someone who wasn’t from up here, and didn’t know the ways of the land.” 
 
    “But he did survive in that tiny cabin for four years,” Cammie pointed out. 
 
    Zee shrugged.  “When you’re living out in the wilderness like he was, you can’t ever let your guard down.  When Todd first arrived in Twin Ponds, he’d stop in and have a beer or two.  Never more than that.  However, from what I’ve heard since his death, he went from two beers to two cases of beer with a whisky chaser in one sitting.  Matter of fact, last time he stopped by, he had a few too many.  I made him sit it out in my office until he was able to drive home.” 
 
    “When was that last time you mentioned?” 
 
    “Had to be April.  He was bitching about the deep ruts of mud he had to drive through to get into town.” 
 
    As much as Twin Ponders looked forward to spring, they also dreaded mud season.  With so much snow melting, any roads that weren’t paved turned into a morass of mud, made worse by the deep ruts vehicle tires created as they drove through the muck.  Jace spent most of the spring hauling out vehicles that were bounced off the roads and into the woods.   
 
    Zee glanced up and saw the distracted look on Cammie’s face.  “Apparently, you’re not buying Doc’s death by misadventure conclusion.” 
 
    She lifted her shoulders.  “It’s silly I know.  There’s nothing to indicate foul play.” 
 
    “What does the autopsy tell you?” 
 
    “When I left this morning, Doc hadn’t done it yet.” 
 
    Zee lifted a surprised eyebrow.  “Doc suddenly have a backup of dead bodies?” 
 
    “It’s strange, I admit.  He’s usually chomping at the bit to get an autopsy done.  But you know him.  If I ask, he’ll bite my head off.  It’s not worth the hassle of arguing with him.”  She shook her head to herself.  “Especially since he’s probably right.  Why hurry an autopsy when it’s obvious how the victim died.  Bottom line - Todd drank too much, got lost in the woods and froze to death.”   
 
     “Todd died the way he lived.  Isolated, alone and drunk.” 
 
    The burger, made from top grade Angus beef and slathered with mushrooms, onions and topped with goat cheese, accompanied by a healthy portion of sweet potato fries, was mouthwatering as usual.  Cammie inhaled it, not realizing how famished she was.  “That was excellent,” she said as she wiped her mouth with her napkin. 
 
    “Help you with your puzzling?” he asked as he took the plate away. 
 
    “It did.  There were no unusual footprints around his cabin, or where the body was found to indicate there was anybody with him.  He wasn’t shot.  He had no defensive wounds on his hands. So unless he was poisoned, which Doc will discover once the toxicology reports come back, we have to conclude he died by misadventure.  Makes me feel bad for Torri Jackson.” 
 
    “The gal who lives out in the trailer down near Highway 4?” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s got to be tough losing your lover in such an unnecessary way.” 
 
    “Todd and Torri were lovers?” 
 
    “Yeah.  For about six months.”    
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    Cammie reached into her pocket and withdrew her wallet.  Just as she was about to pull out some bills to pay for her meal, Zee’s next words made her stop. 
 
    “Humph.  That’s news to me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Zee eyed her steadily.  “Todd and Torri may have been friends, but I doubt they were lovers.” 
 
    Cammie glanced up and met his gaze.  “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Because when Todd got drunk last time he was in here, he confided in me that he was gay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
     
 
    “Wait a minute.  Todd could have been bisexual, you know.” 
 
    Zee shook his head. “Nope. He was gay.  Through and through.  Told me the thought of kissing, much less sleeping with a woman, gave him the creepy crawlies.  I mean this in the nicest way, but Torri is all woman.  No way she’d be mistaken for a man.” 
 
    “All woman?  Do I really want to know how you know that?” Cammie questioned, raising her eyebrow. 
 
    “Not by personal experience.  I’m perfectly happy with Dolly.” 
 
    Dolly was Zee’s girlfriend.  They’d been dating since Cammie was a teenager.  By normal standards, it wasn’t a typical relationship.  In her capacity as an instructor of medical equipment, Dolly spent much of her time travelling around the world, teaching technicians the complexities of troubleshooting mammography and x-ray machines.  The only extended period they spent together was in September, when they took their annual three week vacation to the Caribbean.  Still, despite their time apart, the unusual arrangement suited the both of them, allowing them to attend to their own business, while making their time together that much sweeter. 
 
     “Do you know Dwayne O’Reilly?  He’s that tall lumberjack, cousin to Lars Landry.” 
 
    Lars was the proud owner of the Grocery Emporium, a close second to Zee’s place as the center of gossip central because of its position as the town’s post office.  Situated across the street from HQ, it was a small store with four aisles that carried everything from potato chips to caulking supplies. Lars prided himself on carrying everyone’s favorite stress food.  He’d headed off many an argument by having just the right munchies on hand to calm down the combatants.   
 
    “He comes into town about once a month and ties one on before heading back north to the lumber camp.  Anyway, he came in here a few nights ago, all bent over and limping.  When I asked him if he’d been in an accident, he told me he’d met a semi-tractor trailer by the name of Torri Jackson who didn’t let up until she’d reached nirvana at least four times.  Just about killed him.” 
 
    Cammie guffawed.  “Reaching nirvana.  That’s a poetic way of saying it.” 
 
    “Heard it from Rick.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Of course.  Do you remember the exact night Dwayne had his rendezvous with the semi?” 
 
    “Last Friday.” 
 
    “We suspect Todd died early Saturday morning.  Do you know if Dwayne’s night of nirvana was a one night stand?” 
 
    Zee smiled at her.  “People only tell me so much.” 
 
    Cammie mulled over Zee’s news.  Dwayne was a 26 year old goliath who worked at the Northwest Maine Logging Company, located right at the border of Clarke and Aroostook counties.  He was jovial, had muscles the size of steel girders and liked to work hard and drink hard.  Torri indeed had to be quite the woman to cripple that behemoth. 
 
    “Todd didn’t want anyone to know he was gay,” Zee continued.  “I tried explaining that, contrary to what he might think, it doesn’t matter up here.  What folks care most about is how you treat them.  Doc is a perfect example.  But I’m guessing he’d been burned too many times in the past, and it became second nature to be skittish.  The next day, when he’d sobered up, he came to see me.  He was very upset about spilling the beans and only calmed down when I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone.  You’re the first person I’ve shared this information with since it doesn’t really matter anymore if people know or not.  It isn’t going to change the fact that he’s dead.” 
 
    “Torri told me they got together in August.” 
 
    “Maybe they were just friends.” 
 
    “To hear Torri tell it, they were friends with benefits.” 
 
    “Well, Cammie, if you want to puzzle it out, I can always throw on another Waban burger.” 
 
    “Hell no.  I’ve still got about seven pounds to lose thanks to Doc’s cooking.” 
 
    Zee nodded.  “Yeah, I wasn’t going to say anything about that, but--” 
 
     “Don’t say it.”  She paused.  “Can you tell me what Todd was like?  Did he ever talk about his past?” 
 
    Zee shook his head.  “He was very close-mouthed.  Just came in, had a few, then left.  The only other thing I can tell you is that he was an excellent tipper.  Wouldn’t be a big deal to leave me twenty bucks for a six dollar tab.  One time, Barney Schaffer couldn’t cover his bill.  Seems his wife borrowed cash from his wallet without telling him.  Todd heard the commotion, then waited ‘til it was over before he quietly paid it.  Didn’t want Barney to know it was him.  It wasn’t much – about $30.  But Todd was like that.  Generous to a tee.” 
 
    He certainly was, Cammie thought to herself as she paid for her meal.  Climbing into her vehicle, she turned on the heat.  Then went over her conversation with Zee, stopping at the part where he revealed that Todd was gay. 
 
    If there was one thing she hated more than anything, it was being lied to.  And Torri had done a fantastic job of pulling one over on her.   
 
    Yet why? What reason could Torri have to lie?  Could it be she was indeed blackmailing Todd? Did she know about his sexual orientation and was using that to her advantage?  If Todd had gotten drunk enough to share his secret with Zee, it was reasonable to assume he could have done the same with Torri.  The few people she’d talked to confirmed that Todd had a serious drinking problem.  If, while inebriated, he’d told Torri he was gay, could he also have let it slip that he was worth $3 million?  Seeing how Torri lived, it wouldn’t be hard to figure out how incredibly tempting it was to better her financial situation by threatening to rat him out.   
 
    Was Todd so paranoid about being gay that he would actually pay her $50,000 to keep her mouth shut?  
 
    No matter which way she looked at it, she always came back to why?  Why would Todd care if Twin Ponds found out he was gay?  Doc was gay and absolutely no one cared.  Was Todd’s secret worth $50,000?  
 
    At the same time, she’d already discovered how bighearted Todd was with his money.  Could the $50,000 be a simple act of generosity to help two women who were in dire straits? 
 
    Before she went to speak with Torri, she needed to contact Dwayne.   
 
    She drove down one city block to HQ. 
 
      
 
    Entering through the back door, she hung up her parka in the office and walked down the short corridor to the front of HQ.  Rick was at his desk, but Emmy’s was empty. 
 
    “Where’s Emmy?” she asked as she poised herself on the edge of Emmy’s desk. 
 
    “She went over to the Emporium to pick up the mail.” 
 
    Cammie told Rick about her discussion with Torri and Zee.   
 
    Rick eyed Cammie.  “You thinking this Torri chick had something to do with Todd’s death?” 
 
    “To be honest with you, I don’t have a clue.  But the timing of everything is awfully suspicious.  Torri starts dating Todd about six months ago.  Paul tells me Todd started freaking out five months ago.  You tell me he suddenly goes all doomsday prepper after living out in the wilderness alone for four years.  Then just before he dies, he tells Paul he’s doing something that will save him.  Next thing you know, he’s giving Torri $50,000 as a gift.  And to top it all off, Torri tells me they were lovers, yet Zee tells me Todd was gay and hated the thought of sleeping with a woman.” 
 
    To her surprise, Rick, who usually backed up her conclusions, merely shook his head.  “You know, Cam, it could all be very innocent.  Maybe Torri lied because it really is nobody’s business why Todd gave her the dough.  You said yourself Zee told you Todd was very generous.  And very private.  It could have gone down just as Torri said.  And now that you tell me he was loaded, $50,000 would have been just a drop in the bucket for him.  If she was going to blackmail him, she could have asked for a lot more.” 
 
    “True.  But what about the timing of his supposed relationship with Torri and him suddenly arming himself for Armageddon?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time that much solitude addled a man’s brains.  Could be he went to Zee’s and heard some of the guys talking.  You know how much shit they talk when they’ve had a few.  In fact, Dewey Malloy loves those doomsday prepper shows so much, that’s all he talks about.  Todd could have overheard the conversation, and it got the little wheels in his head turning.” 
 
    “How do you explain all those books on witchcraft Todd owned?” 
 
    “If you lived at the foot of Crow Mountain, wouldn’t you have a ton of books on witchcraft and how to protect yourself against all that negativity?  I know I would.  Hell, I’d have my whole cabin surrounded by charms to ward off the nasties.   Especially the Giwakwas.”               
 
    Once again Cammie remembered the night of her tenth birthday when she’d made her way to Paul’s cabin.  She’d sat terrified as Paul told her of the beings who had once lived in their neck of the woods  - the Giwakwas. The forest was supposedly so infested with them that the Natives shunned the shores of their lake, naming it Mkazawi.  Darkness.  No wonder her father had picked that place to build his cabin.  And maybe that was why it remained underdeveloped after all this time.  
 
    Rick gave her a side glance.  “Look, I know how much you love to pick things apart and all, but--” 
 
    She gave him a sharp look.  “But what?” 
 
    “Well, you know…” 
 
     “Know what?”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.  Yet she knew exactly what he was referring to.  It was the same thought that had occurred to her that morning – a thought she refused to admit might be right. 
 
    “That is not what is happening.  I’m tying up loose ends, that’s all.  If Doc comes back with a verdict of death by misadventure, then I’ll give it up.  Until then, there are some questions I’d like some answers to.” 
 
    “So, you thinking of going over to Torri’s and confronting her with this?” 
 
    “I’d at least like to know why she lied to me.  Care to come?” 
 
    Rick shook his head.  “I’ll pass.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “You seeing Clover and Daisy tonight?” 
 
    “That’s Lavender and Jasmine.  And yes, I do have a date with them tonight.”   
 
    She hopped off Emmy’s desk and started towards her office.  “Well, if you can tear your mind away from the Flower Twins, could you find me Dwayne’s number?  I’d like to ask him a few questions.” 
 
    She paused, then turned back towards Rick.  “By the way, have you noticed anything wrong with Emmy lately?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the deputy nodded.  “She’s been – I don’t know – like she’s not here.  Physically yes, mentally no.” 
 
    “She hasn’t said anything to you, has she?” 
 
    “Nope.”  He paused.  “Do you want me to see if I can get her to talk?” 
 
    Cammie sighed.  “No.  She knows we’re here for her if something is going on.” 
 
      
 
    Emmy wanted to throw up. If she could have, she would.  But she had nothing in her stomach.  Because she hadn’t been able to eat. Because she wanted to throw up.  
 
    She stood in the back of the Emporium, the mail for the Sheriff’s Department tucked under the arm of her coat.  If anyone saw her standing there, they’d think she was trying to decide between buying some devil dogs or spray paint.  In fact, Emmy’s mind was a million miles away, in the land of nausea and worry.   
 
    It was never supposed to be this way.  What in heaven’s name have I gotten myself into?   
 
    “Anything I can help you with?” 
 
    She uttered a strangled cry as she quickly backed up right into the cereal display behind her.  Lars stared down at her.  “You okay, Emmy?  You’re looking like you seen a ghost.” 
 
    She numbly shook her head.  “I – I better get back to HQ,” she muttered before she slipped past Lars and practically ran out the door. 
 
    “Sheriff must be working that girl too hard,” Lars said aloud to himself before he turned his attention to straightening the cereal Emmy had knocked over. 
 
    Emmy stood on the sidewalk, desperation overwhelming her.  She had to talk to somebody or she’d explode. 
 
    With shaking hands, she picked up her cell and dialed.  After two rings, it was picked up. 
 
    “Hi, this is Emmy.  I hope I’m not bothering you, but it’s really important.  I’m so confused and I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie was on her way to Torri’s, singing at the top of her lungs to an old Pink Floyd song when her cell rang.   
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth speaking,” she replied as she turned down the volume on the radio and flipped the phone open. 
 
    “Hey Sheriff, it’s Dwayne O’Reilly.  Boss said you called.” 
 
    “I did.  Thanks for calling me back.  I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions regarding Torri Jackson.” 
 
    Before she could continue, Dwayne let out a groan.  “That woman is insane, Sheriff!  I mean, don’t get me wrong – I like my women feisty.  But she takes feisty to a whole ‘nother level.” 
 
    “So I hear.  I don’t really need a blow by blow –“ she abruptly stopped when she heard Dwayne snickering on the other end of the phone.  “Okay, let me rephrase that.  I just need to know how long you’ve been seeing Torri.” 
 
    “We haven’t exactly been seeing each other, Sheriff.  I went to Lar’s Emporium the other night to pick up some smokes.  He’s my cousin and depending on his mood, sometimes he’ll give me a break on price.  Torri was there picking up the same.  We got to talking, which led to her inviting me back to her trailer, where one thing led to another and she almost killed me.” 
 
    “Metaphorically speaking, of course.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “That’s the first and last time I seen her.  And I do mean the last time.  My back is still curved like a fuc – I mean -- friggin’ pretzel.” 
 
    “Did she happen to mention a man named Todd Paradis to you at all?” 
 
    “Ain’t that the dude who froze to death?  Heard about it from Lars.  Nope, she didn’t mention him at all.  In fact, we didn’t do much talking, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “What time did you get to Torri’s, and what time did you leave?”  There was an abrupt  silence on the other end.  For a moment, Cammie thought he’d hung up.  “Hello, Dwayne?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.  Look Sheriff, why you asking me all these questions?  I mean, Torri may be a crazy bitch in bed, but I don’t want to get her into any trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Dwayne.  What you’re telling me isn’t causing her any problems.  I’m talking to everyone who knew Todd.  She was close to him, so I’m trying to develop a timeline for what happened the night he died.” 
 
    “Oh okay.  I think I got to her house around seven.  We had our fun. I left there around eight the next morning, after she made me some breakfast.” 
 
     “Do you happen to remember if her sister Clarisse was there?” 
 
     “She was sitting on the couch when I got there. I had to help her get up. Poor thing looks like she’s having triplets, she’s so big.” 
 
     “What about when you left in the morning?” 
 
     “Sheriff, I was too busy worrying about being able to walk out of there without crutches.  Last thing on my mind was a woman with a belly the size of a blimp.” 
 
    “Thanks Dwayne, you’ve been a big help.” 
 
    “You sure I’m not getting her in any trouble?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Cammie hung up. Luna found the body around six-thirty.  She, Rick and Doc were on the scene by seven forty-five. Dwayne confirmed he’d been with Torri until eight am.  To all extents and purposes, that exonerated her from having anything to do with Todd’s death.  And if Clarisse did look like she was about to give birth to a blimp, she couldn’t see her traipsing around Todd’s cabin.  However, none of this exonerated Torri from lying to Cammie.  Or perhaps extorting $50,000 from Todd. 
 
    Despite her promise to Doc to only work half days, she’d never rest until she resolved that issue.  Arriving at Torri’s, she saw another car pulled up next to Torri’s Dodge and wondered if her pregnant sister was home. 
 
    She went up the short steps and was in the process of raising her hand to knock when the door swung open and Torri stood there.  She had the proverbial cigarette butt in her mouth, ashes staining the front of her t-shirt, this time adorned with a picture of the overly stretched Grinch. 
 
    “Back so soon, Sheriff?  You forget something?” 
 
    Cammie didn’t mince words.  Instead, she fixed Torri with a steady stare.  “You forgot to tell me Todd was gay.  Or that you almost broke Dwayne O’Reilly’s back.  Really, Torri.  Four times?  Isn’t that a bit greedy? ” 
 
    Cammie had to hand it to Torri.  The woman didn’t flinch, or look surprised.  Didn’t even acknowledge that she’d been caught in a lie.  Instead, she opened the trailer door further. 
 
    “Come on in before you freeze.” 
 
    Cammie entered the trailer, suspicious of Torri’s calm demeanor.  She stood by the door, her arms crossed against her chest and eyed Torri, who coolly eyed her back. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you want a cup of tea?” 
 
    “No.  What I’d like is an explanation of why you lied to me.” 
 
    “It’s my fault.” 
 
    Cammie turned and saw Clarisse come out of the bathroom.  Despite her resolve, her eyes were immediately drawn to the woman’s belly. Dwayne hadn’t been exaggerating. In contrast to Torri’s overly plump figure, Clarisse was rail thin except for the huge swollen belly that was barely contained in a tight white t-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms. Her long dyed blonde hair was tousled, as if she’d just gotten out of bed.  She waddled down the short corridor, and plopped herself down in the nearest chair.  She lifted her pale blue eyes and glared at Cammie.  
 
    “Look, if it’s anybody’s fault that Torri lied, it’s mine.  I asked her to do it in case anybody found out about the money.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Cos it isn’t anybody’s business, okay?” she snapped testily.  “People talk.  I’m tired of people mouthing off, not knowing what the hell they’re talking about.” 
 
    Torri sighed and looked at Cammie.  “Look sheriff, it’s like this. Todd was a nice guy.  He was quiet and shy and didn’t like people very much.  But he liked us.  Probably cos we didn’t judge him.  He’d come over once in a while, and have some coffee or spend time.  He was lonely, you know?  When he found out Clarisse was pregnant, he wanted to help.  At first we told him no.  But look at the way we live.  There’s no way we could make it without his help.  So we accepted it.” 
 
    Cammie turned to Clarisse. “Who’s the father of your baby?”  
 
    Clarisse’s glare turned deadly.  She struggled to stand up.  When she finally got to her feet, she stuck her finger in Cammie’s face.  “Get away from me, pig.  I don’t have to answer any of your nosy questions.” 
 
    Turning on her heel, she went down the short corridor and noisily slammed the bedroom door behind her.  Cammie glanced back to Torri, who looked embarrassed at her sister’s behavior. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.  Ever since her boyfriend took off, she’s been in an awful mood.  I’m thinking it’s the hormones.  And the fact that he was an asshole for dumping her.” 
 
    “Is there a name for this asshole?” 
 
    Torri sniffed contemptuously.  “Good luck finding him. I heard through the grapevine Clarisse isn’t the only woman he’s knocked up and taken off on.  Seems to be a habit of his.  There are at least three women trying to find him for child support.  But if it helps, his name is Charlie Busby.”  She sighed.  “Poor Clarisse.  She never did have any taste in men.”  She took another drag of her cigarette.  “I swear to you, Sheriff, I’m telling you the truth.  Todd wanted to help.  Plain and simple.  We weren’t forcing him or anything, if that’s what you’re after.  He was such a private guy, he would have been mortified if it got around town that he was gay.  I know it’s crazy.  Nobody cares about that stuff anymore.  But that was him.  Even though he’s gone doesn’t mean we shouldn’t still respect his privacy.  I’m sorry he’s dead.  We’re both sorry he’s dead.  He was a gentleman.  You don’t meet many of them these days.” 
 
    There was something off about this whole situation.  But damned if Cammie could figure out what it was.  And Torri was right.  There was nothing overtly illegal about their relationship with Todd.  Nor was there anything overtly illegal about him giving them $50,000 for the baby.  If they were blackmailing him, she had no way to prove it.   
 
    Yet Cammie’s bullshit antenna was on full alert.  She glanced at Torri and just knew she wasn’t being completely honest.  Still, there was nothing she could do.  She had no choice but to swallow her frustration. 
 
    “Todd left no information on any family to contact.  Did he ever mention any relatives? Someone we should inform of his death?” 
 
    Torri shrugged.  “Like I said, he was a very private guy.  He never talked about Manchester.  To tell you the truth, I got the sense there were some painful memories there.”  Torri took another long drag from her cigarette.  “If you need someone to arrange the funeral, Clarisse and me would like to do that.  It’s the least we can do for him.  I’d also like to arrange a funeral for that lady that went crazy.  I heard her ex refuses to claim her body.”  Torri shook her head.  “Even if you’re a shit in life, you should still be given some sort of decent burial.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Doc.  Thanks for your time.” 
 
    It was dark by the time Cammie let herself out of the trailer and climbed into her Explorer.  She was just pulling out when she saw another car pulling in.  She watched as the car parked near the trailer.  Two figures got out and quickly entered.  There wasn’t enough light to see who they were and for a moment, Cammie was tempted to return. 
 
    But what would she say?  It wasn’t illegal to have friends stop by for a visit.  And she wasn’t about to embarrass herself by peeking through the windows to see what the four were up to.  There was a fine line between investigating and harassing.  Right now, she was teetering towards harassment.  She did, however, pull out of the driveway in such a way that she had a look at the license plate number reflected in her headlights which, when she was out of sight, recited the number into her phone.    
 
    Traveling along the murky roads towards town, Todd’s death continued to nag at her.  There was only one set of boot prints in the snow.  Unless Torri and Clarisse had figured out a way to lure him outside of his cabin and get him so turned around that he ended up a half a mile from his home, all the while doing it without leaving any prints in the snow, she should give it up.  Besides, Clarisse looked as though she was ready to give birth any minute.  Cammie couldn’t see her traipsing through the wilderness.  Nor for that matter, could she see Torri doing that as well.  With all the weight she was carrying, she’d die of a heart attack before she got three feet. The more she looked at it, the more she kept hitting dead ends. 
 
    She’d done all she could.  Once she got the official cause of death from Doc and anything Emmy was able to dig up, she would let it go, despite the bullshit antenna still vibrating. 
 
    As if he knew she was anxiously awaiting his results, Doc called. 
 
    “I finished the autopsy.  There were no wounds on the body, nothing that changes my original opinion of death by misadventure.  Unless we hear differently on the toxicology report, that’s what I’m going with.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    She hung up and sighed.   
 
    That was that.  There was no proof Todd had been blackmailed.  There was no proof he’d died of anything other than exposure. The case was closed and there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    A few nights later, despite her resolve to close the case, she was still mulling it over.  It just seemed too coincidental that both Marcy and Todd had died in such unusual circumstances.  One seeing aliens and the other – God knows what he saw.  If there was one thing Cammie hated, besides being lied to, was a coincidence.  She didn’t believe in them.  But her hands were tied.  All she could do was mull it over.  Which is what she was doing. 
 
    Although Doc still preferred Jace not play hockey, he hadn’t forbidden him to ice skate.  He and Cammie were now effortlessly gliding along side by side on the moonlit Waban pond.  As far as Cammie was concerned, this was still exercise and she enjoyed the feel of floating across the ice on her ice skates.   They weren’t going fast, allowing them to talk while they skated. 
 
    “You’ve been preoccupied all night,” Jace replied.  “Are you still thinking about Todd and Marcy?” 
 
    Cammie sighed deeply, sending tendrils of mist out in front of her.  “Rick says I can’t let it go because I’m bored.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “I took this job because I knew it would be fairly quiet.  I’ve had my fill of intense nights filled with shootouts and car chases.” 
 
    “I know how thorough you are, but sometimes you just can’t tie up an investigation with a red bow.  Sometimes, it will be left with loose ends.” 
 
    “That’s what Doc said.  The life of a cop…” 
 
    Feeling her frustration, Jace wondered if perhaps Rick was right.  Maybe Cammie was bored on some level, and the deaths of Todd and Marcy were anchors for her.  Although outwardly she appeared recovered from her shooting, it had to leave some emotional scars.  Shit, that whole business with Eli left enough emotional scars for everyone.   Maybe this was a symptom.  Maybe she needed something to keep her mind occupied so she wouldn’t dwell on what had happened to her four months before.  She’d almost died then.  That would be enough to affect anyone. 
 
    And what happened between them didn’t help matters either. 
 
    Jace ached to take her hand.  He wanted to console her and hold her and tell her everything would be okay.  But they were still trapped in this dance of back and forth, friends or not friends.  There were moments he’d see the longing in her eyes of going back to what they’d had.  Sometimes he’d even seen her unconsciously reach out before yanking her hand back.  He’d hoped these nights of being together would begin to poke a hole in the wall she’d built up around herself.  At times, he thought he’d breached them, only to realize moments later that he was still alone on the other side.  Away from her. 
 
    Patience.  He had to have patience.  It was the only way he could win her back.  For now, he’d be there for her, if only just to talk. And skate with. 
 
    A banging caught their attention.  Turning, they saw Doc on the edge of the pond, banging the ice with Cammie’s hockey stick and waving at them. 
 
    “Now what’s that all about?” she asked. 
 
    “Obviously he has something to tell you.  Either that, or he’s suddenly decided he wants skating lessons.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “I’m not sure Armani makes ice skates.” 
 
    They glided over and stopped in front of him. 
 
    “Now I know why you like this stick,” Doc commented as he waved it about.  “Makes a great weapon.” 
 
    “You called us over to tell me that?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “No.  I called you over because I got the results of the toxicology report on Marcy.  But if you’d prefer to finish doing your Dorothy Hamill imitation…” 
 
    Cammie swallowed her retort.  Doc’s crankiness had only increased over the past week and she thought it best not to poke the beast.  Instead, she and Jace quickly put on their boots and followed Doc into the house.  There, in front of the cozy fire he had roaring in his stone fireplace, he laid out the paperwork on the coffee table.  Cammie picked up the nearest sheet and scanned it quickly. 
 
    She frowned when she saw something she’d never seen before in the hundreds of autopsy reports she’d studied over the years. 
 
    “Salvia--” she started, only to be interrupted by Doc. 
 
    “With all your talk about Marcy seeing aliens, it piqued my curiosity.  I therefore asked the lab to run tests they don’t normally run.  They found traces of a substance called salvia timor in her system.  Before you ask, I sent samples from Todd and asked them to run the same tests.” 
 
    “What the heck is salvia timor?” Jace asked. 
 
    “It’s a hallucinogenic plant that induces visions.  It originates in Mexico and has been used for centuries by the indigenous tribes as a healing tool.” 
 
    Cammie looked up at him.  “So it’s like those plants some shamans use to connect to the spirit world?” 
 
    “Your friend Paul could best answer that.  But yes, I’d said so.  Never having heard of it, I did some research.  Now this is what I found most interesting.  The plant can cause depression, and in some instances, psychotic episodes.  It’s highly recommended you have proper supervision from trained shamans to guide you through the experience because you only take this plant when you need to identify and heal a deep seated fear.  In fact, the word ‘timor’ is Latin for fear.”  
 
    Cammie shuddered in horror.  “Shit.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Apparently there are three ways to ingest it.  You can chew the leaves, though it takes longer for the effects to take place.  You can smoke it. Or it can be crushed and used as a tea.” 
 
    Cammie caught her breath.  “Tea?” 
 
    “Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “There was a mug with some loose tea in Marcy’s kitchen the night she went beserk.  The next morning when Rick and I went back to her house, it was gone.” 
 
    “Was it an expensive mug?  I mean, maybe someone stole it because of its value?” Jace asked. 
 
    “No.  Just a cheap, made in China type of mug.”  She looked at Doc.  “Did your research tell you what this salvia stuff smells like?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Doc got up from his chair and went into his office.  A moment later he reappeared with his laptop.  He put it down on the coffee table and was soon typing away.  A few moments later, he looked up. 
 
    “According to this, it has an unpleasant odor.  Some people actually hold their nose while drinking it.” 
 
    “Would you consider the smell of old socks unpleasant?” she asked. 
 
    “I surmise by your remark that you smelled the contents of Marcy’s mug,” he replied. 
 
    “I did.  So if that stuff in her tea was the salvia timor, where would she have gotten it from?  It’s not like it’s readily available in grocery stores.” 
 
     “It’s a plant.  It can be easily grown in a pot in someone’s home.”  As Cammie considered this, Doc added, “However Marcy came to have it, the point is that salvia timor is legal in most states, including Maine.  If she took too much and had visions that may have led to her death, there’s nothing you can do about it.  It’s the equivalent of locking yourself away and drinking until you die.  The liquor store can’t be prosecuted for selling you the booze.” 
 
    “Unless she was given the salvia without her knowledge.” 
 
    “There’s no way to prove that,” Doc pointed out.   
 
    “But it does explain her seeing aliens.  It also explains that grotesque look of horror frozen on Todd’s face.” 
 
    He reached over and taking the autopsy report, shoved it back into the manila folder.  “Since the sale of salvia timor is not illegal, Marcy’s death of a heart attack stands.  As for Todd, we’ll see what toxicology finds.” 
 
    “If Todd does have that salvia in his system, you won’t think it’s weird that two people, who probably don’t even know each other, both succumbed to its effects?” 
 
    “You’ll have a hard time proving it.  So at least for now, I say let it go.”  
 
    Jace glanced over at Cammie.  He knew the set of her jaw.  She didn’t like what Doc had to say, though she knew he was right.  She had to let this go. 
 
    The question was, would she? 
 
      
 
    That night, Cammie tossed and turned in her bed from paradise.  With Doc’s pronouncement that salvia timor was legal, her hands were tied.  Yet every time she managed to fall asleep, she kept seeing Todd’s face contorted into a monstrous mask of pure, unfettered fear.  She’d never seen anything like it, and she prayed she never would again.    
 
    Finally at four in the morning, she sat up and stared into the darkness around her.  She was done sleeping.  And, as much as she hated to admit it, she was done with this case. 
 
    As soon as she did one last thing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning as soon as Cammie got to the office, she went over to Emmy’s desk.  She was glad to see Emmy’s color was back, even though her eyes remained bloodshot.  The young woman was munching on a chocolate filled croissant and was about to greet the sheriff when she saw the look of determination on Cammie’s face.  She quickly swallowed the bite of croissant. 
 
    “Have you been able to track down anything on Torri and Clarisse?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Emmy’s heart began to pound.  Her boss was using that voice she hardly ever used.  She only used it when she was resolved to get something, whether it was information, a confession, or swift action on an order. 
 
    “Um … well…” Emmy stammered.  Damn it, why wasn’t Rick here?  Rick was always here.  He could act as buffer between herself and her very determined employer.  He knew just how to handle Cammie.  He always had the worst timing.  He couldn’t have waited five more minutes to check out the fender bender that was called in that morning?  Jeez Louise – just five friggin’— 
 
    “Well?  Did you find anything?” Cammie persisted. 
 
    Emmy thought she would faint.  Instead, she gathered what little courage she had and expelled it in a slow breath. 
 
    “Actually, Sheriff, I did look.  I’ve spent the last few days looking.” 
 
    “Then I’d like the report on my desk in fifteen minutes.”  Cammie started to turn away. 
 
    “I can’t.”  Cammie swung back around and raised an eyebrow at the young woman.  Before she could respond, Emmy said quickly, “It’s not that I don’t want to, or haven’t had the time to do it.  It’s just that…well…I…um…” 
 
    Cammie tamped down on her impatience.  Emmy’s behavior was atypical.  The young woman always accomplished whatever tasks were given to her in record time and in perfect condition.  Cammie mentally counted to three and turned an expectant eye on Emmy. 
 
    “Yes?” she prompted. 
 
    Emmy had to come clean.  She had no choice.  “They don’t exist.” 
 
    Cammie frowned. “Come again.” 
 
    “I mean, they don’t exist on the internet. I’ve looked everywhere.  I’ve even looked in places I don’t normally look, but there’s no record of Torri or Clarisse Jackson.  I’ve spent the last week trying to track down anything, but…”  Emmy shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I can’t believe there’s absolutely, positively nothing on them.” 
 
    “It can be done.  It isn’t easy, and probably costs a lot of money to have someone make you disappear on the internet.” 
 
    A chill ran down Cammie’s back.  Could that be what the $50,000 Todd had given Torri was all about?  Had she used that money to make herself and her sister disappear?  Yet why?   
 
    Another chilling thought occurred to Cammie as she considered Emmy’s words.  Was that the reason Todd made sure to give them the money in a bank check?  You needed a social security number to open a bank account.  If they weren’t who they said they were… 
 
    Emmy held her breath.  She’d never seen Cammie explode, though she’d heard rumors that when stoked, the sheriff did have a temper.  But nothing came.  Instead, she saw the wheels turning in Cammie’s brain.   
 
    “Did you at least find anything on Todd?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Todd was easy.”  She reached over and pulled a manila folder from her inbox.  “Everything is in there.” 
 
    Cammie took it.  Then she gave a curt nod of her head. 
 
    “I’ll be out for a little while.  Call me if anything comes up.” 
 
    And with that she was gone. 
 
    And with that Emmy took a long, deep breath. 
 
    Oh boy… 
 
      
 
    Getting into her Explorer, Cammie drove straight to her cabin.  Just as Jace had said, he’d been keeping the driveway and parking area plowed.  She felt a pang which she brusquely pushed aside.  She parked in front of the steps and let herself inside.  The cabin was freezing, though she wasn’t going to be there long enough to start a fire.  Ignoring the dust that was slowly taking over, she headed towards her bedroom closet.  There, she rummaged around until she found an old battered suitcase shoved in the back behind boots, shoes and a large garbage bag filled with yarn that she hoped someday to make into something.  A memory flashed through her mind of all the garbage bags from Marcy’s house and she involuntarily shuddered.  She made a promise to herself that if she didn’t use any of this yarn by the end of summer, she’d give the bag to Emmy.  
 
    Feeling better about not becoming a hoarding bag lady like the late Mrs. Audet, she dragged the suitcase out and plunked it on the bed.  Opening it, she rifled through papers that represented her previous life as a police officer in Seattle and a private investigator in Boston.  She soon found what she was looking for and shoved it into her pocket.  Putting the suitcase away, she locked up after herself.  Sitting in the warmth of the Explorer, she flipped through the report Emmy had prepared on Todd. 
 
    He was forty-five years old when he died.  Just as Mike Endicott had told her, he’d made a few million before the tech bubble burst.  However, he’d been savvy enough to get out before that happened.  He’d done consulting work here and there as a talented programmer before abruptly leaving Manchester for Twin Ponds four years before.  Once here, he faded from sight.  At least on the internet.  Other than that, he’d led a quiet, unobtrusive life.  No arrests.  No warnings.  Not even a parking or speeding ticket.  To all extent and purposes, a model citizen. 
 
    Putting the folder back down on the front seat, she then turned her attention to the small battered address book she pulled from her parka pocket. Flipping through it was like flipping through the pages of her life.  There were names here for people she hadn’t seen or talked to in years.  She wondered how many were still alive, and what had happened to them.  But now was not the time to open those doors.  Instead, she found what she was looking for and dialed a number on her cell.  A moment later, a gruff voice with a thick Boston accent answered. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Sean, it’s Cammie Farnsworth.” 
 
    “Well, bust my balls.  When you went off to Maine, I swore you were going to get yourself eaten by a bear. One of the few times I’m glad I was wrong.” 
 
    Sean Carney was an associate of Cammie’s from her days in Boston.  A tough Irishman who seemed never to sleep, he had a finger on the pulse of everything that went on in the Bay State.  If anyone could find out anything on Torri and Clarisse Jackson, it would be Sean.  She quickly outlined the situation and explained what she needed. 
 
    “You’re going to owe me at least a couple of brewskees after this one, lady.” 
 
    “I’ll do one better, Sean.  An all-expenses paid weekend at Mohegan Sun.” 
 
    Mohegan Sun, one of the largest casinos in the United States and located in Connecticut was owned and operated by the Mohegan Tribe.  Wildly successful, it offered gambling, entertainment and spas.  She knew how much Sean liked to play the dice.  She heard him whistle on the other end of the phone. 
 
    “Shit, Cam, they must be paying you real good up in I’m-up-so-far-north-I-get-nosebleeds, Maine, or wherever the hell you are.” 
 
    Cammie laughed.  “Don’t worry, Sean.  Whatever you find me will be well worth it.”  
 
    “For a free weekend at Mohegan Sun, I’ll move heaven and earth to get you what you need.”  
 
    She hung up and sat looking out over the frozen pond.  Now that the phone call to Sean was done, she’d make her own series of phone calls to the places where Todd had worked to see if any new information could be dug up.  If that led to a dead-end, or if Sean found something to the contrary, she’d have no choice but to follow Doc’s advice and let this case go. 
 
      
 
    It was late when Cammie started the ride back to Doc’s log cabin.  After arriving back at HQ, she’d called Todd’s old tech companies, but all the answers were the same.  He’d been a quiet, conscientious worker who came in, did his job and left.  He didn’t seem to have made any close friends, preferring to keep everyone at arm’s length.   Just as she was hanging up on her last call, she and Rick were called out on a domestic assault involving two heavily intoxicated brothers taking swings at each other.  Together, she and Rick were able to diffuse the situation and restore peace to the household and the neighborhood. 
 
    Driving through the dark streets, Cammie hoped that by the time she arrived, Doc would be holed up in his study, listening to his opera CDs.  She was tired and she knew he’d see her exhaustion in her face.  With no desire to get into an argument – the one that afternoon with the Foster brothers had been enough – she wondered if there was some way she could sneak into the house and avoid his wrath.   
 
    Mentally going over the floor plans to Doc’s house, Cammie suddenly realized how ridiculous she was being.  She wasn’t in high school anymore, sneaking home after a make-out session with Eli Kelley.  She was a grown woman, a sheriff, for Pete sakes.  Despite her deal with Doc to take it easy, she had her duties to perform.  It’s what she’d been elected to do.  If those duties included staying past noontime to answer a call, she had to do it.  No ifs, ands or buts.  With Doc just as dedicated to his duties as she was, he’d just have to understand. 
 
    With that resolve in mind, she parked in the driveway, threw back her shoulders and walked in. 
 
    Hanging up her coat on the set of hooks near the front door, she headed towards the living room.  She stopped in her tracks when she suddenly heard Doc’s voice reverberating through the house in unmistakable anger.   
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing!  Do you want to bring down his wrath?  Have you honestly thought this through?  Obviously you haven’t, because if you had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    Doc’s back was to her; holding the cellphone in his hand, he was staring down at the roaring fire.  Cammie’s first instinct was to get the hell out of there.  If she could disappear before he turned around, he’d never know she’d heard anything.   
 
    She took a step towards the staircase.  Then another.  Just as she thought she was going to make her escape, he suddenly swung around.  And saw her.  And turned an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    Oh-oh. 
 
    “We will talk later on this,” he snapped into the phone.  Cammie took one step to the right and froze as Doc pointed his finger at her.  “You.  Stay right there.” 
 
    “I wasn’t eavesdropping,” she replied as calmly as she could.  “I just got here and--” 
 
    “What are you doing showing up so late? Do not tell me you’re still pursuing Paradis’ death.” 
 
    “Actually, no.  I was called out on a domestic assault –“ 
 
    “Domestic assault?” Doc replied, aghast.  “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No.  I’m the sheriff and it’s my duty –“ 
 
    “We made a deal you’d only work part time.” 
 
    “I can’t control when a call comes in.  I was actually getting ready to leave the office when--” 
 
    Doc clicked his tongue in disgust.  “Of course you were.  And I’m the Fairy Godmother.” 
 
    “Well, you are –“ 
 
    His withering stare shut her up.  “I haven’t given you medical permission to return to work full time.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware I needed it.” 
 
    “You most certainly do.  You’re not ready to fully return to your duties.  I can see by your face that you overdid it.  Again.  I can’t understand this obsession of yours to set back your recovery.” 
 
    Cammie was exhausted. And grouchy.  What irritated her was that Doc was right.  She had overdone it. But what else was she supposed to do?  Law enforcement didn’t work on a perfect schedule.  He knew that better than anyone.   
 
    She knew the phone call had incensed his temper, and he was taking it out on her.  She also knew she’d be insane to goad him by responding.  She therefore forced herself to take a deep, steadying breath.  When she was back in control of her emotions, she met his eye.   
 
    “Doc, what is wrong with you?  You haven’t been yourself for the last few weeks.  If there is anything I can do to help--” 
 
    He stared hard at her for a long minute.  Then waved his hand in a withering dismissal.  “As if I would accept help from the woman whose life is a classic train wreck due to her own stubbornness and stupidity.” 
 
    Cammie involuntarily gasped.  Taking advantage of her shock, Doc swept past her. At the foot of the stairs, he turned, his eyes snapping in anger.  “If you can’t follow a simple rule of not overtaxing yourself, then perhaps you should move back to your ramshackle cabin in the woods.  At least then I won’t have to witness the deterioration of your health, or your life spiraling down into the toilet.” 
 
    He stomped over to his study.  A moment later she heard the loud slam of the door, followed by the overly loud voice of Luciano Pavarotti singing Nessun Dorma ringing throughout the house. 
 
    They’d had their ups and downs in their friendship, but this was the first time he’d deliberately insulted her.  She didn’t know what to think.  All she could do was heave a long, heavy sigh and mutter, “Shit,” under her breath.   
 
    She slumped down on the couch and winced when pain erupted in her shoulder.  No surprise there considering how tight her muscles were, thanks to the events of the day and Doc’s temper tantrum.  As if to irritate her further, he turned up the volume even more on his stereo.  If she didn’t get out of Doc’s house soon, her ears would bleed.  
 
    Throwing on her parka, she quickly left the house and climbed into the Explorer.   
 
    As soon as she was away from Doc’s house, her head began to throb to keep up with the throbbing in her shoulder.  By the time she was a few miles away, it really started to pound.   
 
    If they hadn’t had their altercation, she could have gone back and asked him for some kind of painkiller. But Doc’s house was the last place she wanted to be.  There was nothing at her cabin except some band aids and an old, dusty bottle of rubbing alcohol.  She wondered if she could palm a painkiller from Jace, but she was reluctant to turn up at Hank’s.  So far she hadn’t heard a peep from the townspeople regarding their meetings.  Hank was a good guy, but he couldn’t keep his mouth shut if his life depended on it.  If she suddenly turned up on his doorstep, the news would be all over the county by morning. 
 
    Of course she could always call Jace and have him meet her somewhere, but at that moment, it was late and she wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone.  Especially Jace.  There was a gnawing, deep inside, that perhaps Doc was right.  Perhaps her life was going down the toilet because of her indecision regarding Jace.   
 
    Aw, crap.  She didn’t want to deal with that right now.  Nor was she ready to deal with the knowing look that was sure to come into Paul Langevin’s eye if she were to go over there.   
 
    The pain in her head and shoulder grew until she wanted to scream.  In an act of desperation, she was about to turn the Explorer around, and head over to Paul’s when she suddenly remembered the tea in Emmy’s desk.  It had worked before; there was no reason it wouldn’t work again.  She quickly drove into town, let herself into HQ, grabbed the tea from Emmy’s desk drawer and made herself a steaming thermos of tea.  She then got back into her Explorer and headed out of town.                 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    With nowhere else to go, and loath to return to Doc’s house, Cammie had no choice but to head towards her cabin.  At least there she’d have some peace and quiet.  She’d start a fire in the stove, sit with her feet up and finish the tea that would hopefully ease the head and shoulder ache.  Tomorrow morning, she’d be strong enough to withstand whatever look Paul gave her.  He’d made her shoulder feel better before, he could certainly do it again. 
 
    An unbidden thought filtered through her brain as she drove down the dark, snowy road. This was the first time she’d be spending the night in the cabin since her break-up with Jace.  Visiting the place to retrieve her old address book was different from actually staying there. What would it be like sleeping in the bed they’d shared?  Reaching for him and finding no one there? Waking up alone?  
 
    Get hold of yourself.  Jeez, this isn’t the first time a relationship has ended.  You’ll survive.  You always did and you always will. 
 
    But even as she thought those words, she knew in her heart this one was different.  This had truly been a relationship, not a tenuous friendship with benefits.  And unlike all the men she’d ever involved herself with, she’d been in love with Jace. 
 
    And he with her. 
 
    “Enough!” she yelled aloud as she punched the steering wheel.  Thinking about it only caused pain.  And she was in enough physical pain without adding emotional pain to the mix.  If she were smart, she’d take some of her inheritance money and spend a few months in the Caribbean.  At least that would make Doc happy, and she could wipe Jace from her mind and her heart once and for all.  
 
    For now though, she had no choice but to face the demons that hid under her bed.  Infused with an anger-driven determination to stop being such a baby, she turned down a shortcut that promised to cut ten minutes from her drive and get her back to her cabin sooner. 
 
      
 
    Paul sat in his well-worn lounge chair, his feet up, his eyes closed, listening to the soft cadences of classical music wafting from his radio.  They were playing his favorite piece, Beethoven’s Concerto No. 5 in E Flat Major, and he felt himself being transported away from his cabin in Maine, and into that other world of lush waterfalls and airlessness that signaled his entry into the realm of shamans and spirit guides.  It was relaxing, both physically and mentally, and he always enjoyed retreating there after a day of healings to replenish his soul. 
 
    Just as he breathed in deeply of the tranquil, perfumed air, he was suddenly jarred by an unexpected vision intruding sharply into his serenity.  He couldn’t turn away.  He had to witness the vision to its conclusion.  When it was done, he ran his hand through his hair and let out a deep breath.  
 
    He’d long ago learned to trust the visions that came to him unexpectedly; this one was no different. Without a second thought, he reached for his cellphone and began to dial. 
 
      
 
    Cammie drove slowly through the night, sipping her tea and listening to the radio.  The tea was working its magic; the pain in her shoulder and head had simmered to a dull ache.  Feeling better, and with the night sky alight with a million twinkling stars, she felt the tension of the last few hours drain out of her.    
 
    She loved nights like this -- just her, her vehicle, the lush forest under a blanket of snow and good tunes on the radio.  Singing aloud to a Beach Boys tune that spoke of warm beaches in direct contrast to the frigid temperatures surrounding her, she continued down Notch Road.  
 
    Notch Road had been built on one of the old logging trails that zigzagged through the dense woods.  Because it was narrow and pockmarked with frost heaves, it was not used very much by the locals.  However, the solitude of the road, and the fact that it got her to her cabin quicker, beckoned Cammie this evening. 
 
    Although the speed limit was 30, Cammie automatically slowed down to about 20.  In some areas, the woods came up close to the road.  Covered as they were with several feet of snow, it wasn’t unusual for moose, deer and other animals to venture out of the forest to forage for whatever food they could find.  Just a few weeks before, a local had hit a moose, totaling his pick-up and landing him in a hospital with multiple lacerations and head trauma.  The last thing Cammie needed was to wreck both her Explorer and herself. 
 
    She kept alert, ready to stop if she saw anything out of the ordinary.  Driving as slowly as she was, she could stop and prevent injury to both herself and the animal.   
 
    Humming along to “California Girls”, she suddenly saw a quick movement to her left.  She automatically slowed down even further. It was too dark to see what had caught her attention, but she was taking no chances.  Now crawling along Notch Road, she abruptly slammed on her brakes when she saw a dark shadow dash out in front of her.  The Explorer skidded a few feet before coming to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “Lovely,” Cammie murmured as she grabbed her flashlight from the glove compartment and clambered out of the vehicle, praying she hadn’t hit an animal.    
 
    The halo of the flashlight beam flashed under the Explorer as she bent over to see if something was trapped under her wheels.  Seeing nothing, it was then that she realized she hadn’t heard a thud or anything hit her vehicle.  Yet she knew something had sprung up in front of the Explorer.   
 
    She shook her head, wondering just what it was that she’d seen.   
 
    “Maybe I’m just tired and I thought I saw something,” she said aloud to herself.  Shrugging her shoulders, she started back to the driver’s door when a screech abruptly split the night.   
 
    “What the heck?” she gasped as she spun about and peered into the black woods that surrounded her.   
 
    Growing up in Twin Ponds, she’d heard every kind of animal sound there was.  But this was new.  It was raw and unworldly and it seemed to have come from all directions.  A trickle of fear wiggled down her back.  The fear intensified when she realized that with only the headlights and her feeble flashlight offering any kind of illumination, she was totally alone out here.   
 
    And very vulnerable. 
 
    Quickly deciding she’d be safer in the Explorer, she hurried towards the door.  Turning the corner of the vehicle, she saw a quick movement out of the corner of her eye.  Without thinking, she took out her pistol and looked about her.   
 
    The night was still.  There was no wind.  Just a silence that seemed to go on forever.  
 
    She turned in a complete circle, peering all about her.  There was nothing.  Just the snow.  And the forest.  And her Explorer. 
 
    Shaking her head in embarrassment at being so easily spooked, she started towards the driver door when her step slowed.   
 
    Was it her imagination or were the trees closer to the road? Had they somehow moved? As she’d noted earlier, there was no wind.  No breeze. Yet their bare limbs were moving, back and forth.  Back and forth.  Beckoning her.  Pointing at her.  Urging her to approach them. She heard a sound in her ears, a low hissing that sent her heart pounding so hard it threatened to rip through her chest. 
 
    Come closer, Camilla.  Come closer.  Let us see you. 
 
    Let us touch you.  
 
    They seemed to bend low over the Explorer.  Over her.  Willing her to move towards them.  Just close enough to snatch her up and -- 
 
    She’d had enough.  With panic bubbling up and threatening to overwhelm her, Cammie hurried to the driver’s door.  She was about to climb inside when the night was shattered by another ungodly screech – this one so terrifyingly close, it left her shaking.   
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out in a tremulous voice.  “Is anybody hurt?” 
 
    The silence that met her was unnerving.  She looked about her, her instincts telling her something was out there, but she couldn’t see what it was. 
 
    And she didn’t want to know. 
 
    Determined to get the hell out of there, she was halfway inside the Explorer when something pushed against her so hard, it knocked her against the passenger seat.  Shocked at the suddenness of the attack, Cammie turned in time to see a shadow disappear around the back of her vehicle.   Before she could fully gather herself, she heard a sound that caused her heart to stop.   
 
    This is impossible.  It can’t be happening. 
 
    But it was.  She knew that sound.  She’d heard it countless times in the horror movies she loved to watch.   
 
    The sound of claws racking against the back of her Explorer. 
 
    Cammie felt her knees grow weak.  Her peripheral vision seemed to expand and contract.  Her heart was hammering so loud, she couldn’t hear anything else.  Anything that might tell her she was about to be attacked again.  Yet something was behind her Explorer.  Did she have the courage to find out what it was?  Should she just drive away?  But what if whatever was back there held onto her vehicle?  She’d heard claws.  They must be huge to have made the sound she heard. 
 
    Did she really want to bring whatever it was home with her? 
 
    With that sobering idea staring her in the face, and fighting to steady the revolver she kept gripped in her shaking hands, Cammie made the reluctant decision to check out the back of her vehicle.  With limbs quaking, she slowly got out of the Explorer, and forced herself to approach the rear bumper.  In one swift movement, she jumped out and pointed her gun at the trunk door.  
 
    There was nothing there. 
 
    Shit. This is crazy.  I know what I heard. 
 
    She scanned the area.  It was empty.  She stood in the cold, feverishly trying to figure out what had just happened.  Was she so fatigued she was starting to imagine things?  Had she simply tripped and thought something had pushed her? 
 
    Jeez, maybe I am pushing myself too much, she thought to herself as she started back towards the driver’s door.  Maybe I should take it easy and not try to do so much. Maybe I should consider taking that vacation to someplace warmer.  Just for a little while –  
 
    Passing by the rear lights, she glanced down.  A small moan escaped her throat.   
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    Illuminated in red were claw marks deeply imbedded in the Explorer’s dark blue paint.   
 
    Keening in horror, Cammie scrambled to the driver’s door and practically launched herself inside. The only thought in her head was to escape.  To get as far away from whatever was out there as quickly as possible. 
 
    She leaned sideways to slam the door when, through the addled panic in her brain, she realized she wasn’t alone. 
 
    A prickling along her scalp told her that whatever had been outside was now inside.  Next to her.  In the passenger seat.  A breathing, shallow and erratic filled her ears.  It smelled putrid and metallic. 
 
    It smelled of death. 
 
    Dear God, don’t make me look. 
 
    Cammie willed herself to move.  To jump out of the Explorer.  To save herself from the horror of what was happening. But her limbs were leaden with terror.  She couldn’t budge.   
 
    Cammie’s eyelids fluttered as she fought against falling to pieces.  She had to keep calm if she had any chance of surviving whatever this was.  The first thing she had to do was assess just what she was up against.  She still had her gun in her hand.  If nothing else, it could buy her some time if whatever was next to her tried to attack.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, Cammie slowly turned her head towards her passenger.  She saw nothing.  The seat was empty.  She stared at the vacant space and erupted in hysterical laughter at her own foolish imagination.  My God, she really had pushed herself too far.  Doc was right!  She’d drive right back to his house and apologize and life would return to normal.  She’d make sure she never overdid it again.  Rick could handle – 
 
    The laugh died on her lips as she saw a movement.  Then another.  A shadow slowly detached itself from the dimness near the dashboard and leaned towards her.   
 
    It was the stuff of nightmares. A sight that her mind could not grasp. Could not make sense of.  It wasn’t a he or a she who sat next to her.  It was an ‘it’.  A shadow that looked back at her with red piercing eyes and a mouth full of jagged teeth.  She stared at it, uncomprehending.  She was frozen.  Could barely breathe.  It was as though her brain shut down, leaving only the instinct to survive.  When it raised its arms towards her, she saw claws that dwarfed those of a bear. 
 
    Its movement jarred Cammie into action.  Screaming, she leapt out of the Explorer and barreled down the road.   
 
    They’re not real.  They’re just legends! 
 
    Yet as she struggled not to slip on the snow covered road in a desperate attempt to escape, her mind screamed at her that yes, they were real.  They actually did exist.  To her horror, she saw, out of her peripheral vision, more shadows leaping out from the surrounding trees and hurtling themselves at her.  They gathered behind her, their decaying breath on the back of her neck, their claws picking away at the back of her parka. 
 
    Her horror deepened when, despite her efforts, she lost her footing on the ice and fell flat on her face.  Desperately scrambling to her feet, she suddenly vomited.   
 
    Weakened and trapped, Cammie closed her eyes as she felt the creatures surround her.  There was no longer any hope.   
 
    The Giwakwas existed.  And they were going to kill her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie felt their hands on her.  Clawing at her, calling out her name.  She screamed and screamed until her throat was raw.  She couldn’t escape.  She was going to die. 
 
    “Cammie, it’s alright.  I’ve got you.  You’re safe.” 
 
    Through the fog in her brain, Cammie knew that voice. It promised sanctuary.  She struggled towards it, whipping herself away from those horrid creatures that wanted to destroy her and capture her soul forever. 
 
    “Honey, wake up.  You’re safe, I promise.” 
 
    Someone was shaking her.  They had their arms on her. She struggled towards the surface, away from the darkness that held her and wouldn’t let go.  If she could make it to the light, to that voice – 
 
    With a gasp, Cammie abruptly opened her eyes.  She didn’t know where she was.  All she knew was that she was still in their grasp.  She had to free herself in order to live.  Please God, she wanted so much to live. 
 
    “Cam, you’ve had some sort of nightmare.” 
 
    Cammie felt hands envelope her face.  Just as she was ready to scream again, Jace’s face appeared above hers. 
 
    Oh no!  They’ve got him too! 
 
    Cammie scrambled to her feet, only to fall down.  Once again, she felt arms enveloping her.  Looking about her wildly, she saw Jace’s concerned face next to hers.  She saw that it was his arms enveloping her.  Behind Jace stood Doc and Rick, looking down at her with a mixture of concern and confusion.  It took a few moments to register that she was not on Notch Road anymore, but in her room at Doc’s house.  Yet the memory was still sharp, still too real.  She remembered the clawing at her, the pain as her skin was shredded.  She tore at her sleeves, willing herself to see the damage those things had inflicted on her.  To her shock, her arms were fine.  There were no marks, no blood, no scratches.  Nothing.   
 
    How was that possible?   
 
    “Wha—what happened?” she whispered, shocked to discover how raw her throat felt.  She could barely swallow past the pain. 
 
    “Jace found you out on Notch Road and called it in,” Rick spoke up.  “You were lying on the ground in front of your Explorer. It looked like you’d passed out. We brought you here to Doc’s house where you’ve been screaming and crying for the last few hours in some kind of delirious nightmare.” 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” Doc asked.  
 
    The images came back.  The horrific mouth of teeth coming at her.  The claws shredding her arms.  It couldn’t have been a nightmare.  It had to be real.   
 
    She clambered to her feet and although the room spun, she forced herself to keep going. 
 
    “Cammie, wait!” Jace cried out as he tried to grab her.  She slipped out of his grasp and hurried down the stairs.  Bursting out of the front door, she ignored the biting cold as she ran towards her Explorer, closely followed by Rick, Doc and Jace.  She ran around the back of the vehicle and stopped short when she looked at the bumper. 
 
    They’re gone!  The claw marks I saw are gone! 
 
    It was too much to try and comprehend.  Weakness hit her, and she found herself sliding down onto the snow.  Jace caught her and lifted her up in his arms. 
 
    “Get her back inside quick,” Doc ordered.  “The last thing we need is for her to catch pneumonia.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Cammie found herself back in her bed. 
 
    “Just what the hell was that all about?” Doc barked angrily as he felt her forehead with his hand. 
 
    She couldn’t tell him.  She couldn’t tell any of them.  So she shook her head.  “I – I thought I hit an animal,” she murmured.  “I went out to look and I must have fainted or something.” 
 
    Doc folded his arms tightly across his chest.  “I told you, you were overdoing it.” 
 
    “Now is not the time, Doc” Jace remarked in a tone that brooked no argument.  Doc raised his eyebrow, but kept silent. 
 
    “Thank God Jace was going down that road when he did, else you could have died of exposure,” Rick replied with a shudder.   
 
    Through the muddle in her brain, Rick’s words caught her attention. 
 
    “How did you know I was on Notch Road?” she asked Jace. 
 
    “Paul called me.  Said to get down there ASAP.”  Jace drew her to him and held her tightly in his arms.  “You’re safe now, my love.”  
 
    For once Cammie didn’t try to pull away.  The feeling of safety from his touch soothed her rattled nerves.   
 
    “Make sure she stays in bed,” Doc told Jace.  “If you need a sedative for her, come get me.”  He then pulled at Rick’s sleeve.  “What do you say I make us a nice cup of coffee?” 
 
    “It’s almost midnight.” 
 
    “Then I’ll make you a gin and tonic.” 
 
    “Gin makes me vomit.” 
 
    Doc gave Rick a stern look.  “Then how about I kick your ass out of here?” 
 
    Rick looked to Cammie and Jace clinging to each other before comprehension spread all over his face.  
 
    “Ah, I got it.  A little short on the uptake.” 
 
    The two left, quietly closing the door behind them.  Once they were gone, Jace took Cammie’s face in his hands and gazed down at her. 
 
    “Now that we’re alone, are you up to telling me what really happened?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “Not yet.  I still need to…”  She hesitated, then sighed. “I can’t right now.” 
 
    “I’m here when you’re ready.” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  Jace started to pull away when she reached out and grabbed his sleeve.  “Please,” she whispered.  “I don’t think--” The words trailed off.  Without a word, he climbed into the bed next to her and gathered her into his arms.  They stayed that way for the rest of the night.   
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is wise?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I need answers.” 
 
    “You think Paul’s the one to give them to you?” 
 
    “I think he’s the only one who can.  If he hadn’t called you last night, I’d be dead right now.” 
 
    Cammie had awakened with the sound of Jace’s gentle breathing in her ear.  His arms were still tightly wound about her, and for an unguarded moment, she felt complete.  Then she remembered the events of the night before and the feeling of euphoria abruptly evaporated.  She knew Doc nor Rick nor Jace would have the answers to what had happened to her.  Only Paul would know.   
 
    After taking a shower and putting on her uniform, she defied both Doc’s orders to stay in bed and Jace’s concern, insisting she had to see Paul.  The only concession she made was to allow Jace to drive.  
 
    The journey to Paul’s house was made in silence.  She couldn’t even begin to share with Jace what had happened, even if she wanted to.  Which at the moment, she didn’t.  She still couldn’t quite wrap her mind around the prior night’s events.   
 
    Just as they pulled into the shaman’s driveway, the door opened and he came out. 
 
    “I’ve got your tea brewing,” Paul greeted.  He glanced at Jace, and a half smile played across his mouth.  “And a cup of joe for you.” 
 
    The two entered the tiny cabin and sat down in the small circle of chairs he’d set up in front of the table with the crystal grid. Both Cammie and Jace glanced at the grid.  Cammie turned her attention back to Paul while Jace continued to eye it with a slight frown creasing his brow.   
 
    It unnerved him.  In truth, Paul unnerved him.  Growing up in Twin Ponds, he’d heard all about Paul’s special abilities. He wasn’t sure he believed in them, but after last night, he was beginning to wonder.  Paul had called with an urgent request he drive down Notch Road.  At first he’d thought the old man had finally lost it, but there was something in the shaman’s voice that told him to do what the older man asked.  Now he was thankful he hadn’t ignored Paul’s appeal.   
 
    The shaman handed Cammie a mug of chamomile tea, and Jace a cup of coffee, black, just the way he liked it.  Their eyes met and Jace once more felt uneasy.  Although he tried to tell himself it was silly, he felt as though the man was looking right into his very soul.  He tore his eyes away and concentrated on the coffee. 
 
    “You survived your ordeal,” Paul replied calmly, as he sat down in front of the pair. 
 
    “So it really did happen,” Cammie responded wearily.  
 
    “What did you see?” he asked. 
 
    She took a long sip of the tea.  “It’s too crazy for words,” she began slowly.  Paul unexpectedly barked out a laugh. 
 
    “Remember who you’re talking to.  I live crazy.” 
 
     Encouraged by his words, Cammie slowly and haltingly recounted everything that had happened.  She felt rather than saw Jace react to her words, but she kept her focus on Paul.  When she was done, she looked directly at the old shaman.  His face was placid, showing no emotion.  He nodded and took a long sip of tea.   
 
    “So?’ she finally asked.  “Are you trying to tell me I was actually attacked by the Giwakwas?” 
 
     “Everyone has a fear that is lodged deep within their hearts.  Sometimes they have no idea what that fear is until for whatever reason, it’s brought to the surface.  For example, I hate rats.  Probably left over from a past life where I saw my body chewed up by a swarm of the nasty critters. You’ve been afraid of Giwakwas ever since you were ten and I shared their story with you.”  
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute here,” Jace replied.  “Are you saying Giwakwas actually exist?”  
 
    “The fear of them does.” 
 
    “But Cammie says she saw them.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head, trying to take it all in.  “Why last night?” she asked.  “What was so special about last night?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow as he thought about it.  “The energy was disrupted.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The energy has been different for a few months now.  Can’t quite put my finger on it, but there’s an element that I haven’t experienced in a very long time.” 
 
    He stood up and placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Be careful, Cammie.  There’s a darkness about.  Don’t get swallowed up in it.” 
 
    “Like Todd and Marcy did?” 
 
    Paul met her gaze, but remained silent. 
 
    “I don’t suppose any of those visions you get could tell us what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’ve tried. Believe me, I have. But nothing is making itself clear.”  He shrugged.  “It happens sometimes. The information will find me when it’s ready to be found.  Just as it found me to tell me you were in trouble.” 
 
    “You saved my life, you know.” 
 
    Paul shrugged.  “Just listening.  I’m good at that.” 
 
    As they headed out, Paul followed them to the door.  Once there, he again placed his hand on Cammie’s shoulder.  “I’m happy to see you’ve started to allow a pinprick of light into your heart. Allow that pinprick to grow.  There’s an old saying my grandmother used to say.  Out of bad comes good.”  
 
    She didn’t respond.  She didn’t need to. 
 
    They were settled in the Explorer and on their way back to Doc’s, when Cammie clicked her tongue in disgust.  “Well, that was as clear as mud.” 
 
    “When you put your mind to it, you are pretty good at pissing people off.”  Cammie looked at Jace and saw the smile tugging at his lips. 
 
    “Cute,” she muttered. 
 
    “Who have you ticked off lately?” 
 
    “Nobody that I know of.  Unless you consider Torri and Clarisse.” 
 
    “Torri and Clarisse?” 
 
    She quickly filled him in on her conversations with the sisters.   
 
    “Do you think that’s the disruption Paul was referring to?” 
 
    “They’re the only two people I can think of that I may have disrupted the energy, or whatever it was Paul said.”  She threw her hands up in the air.  “This is so frustrating!  I know what I saw and I –“ 
 
    Her sleeve knocked against the thermos, knocking it to the floor.  She swiftly scooped it up and started to put it back in the cupholder when she stopped. 
 
    “And I what?” Jace asked.  He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and saw her staring at the thermos.  He watched as a look of comprehension spread over her face. 
 
     “Holy shit!” she said. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Are you alright?” 
 
    She looked at Jace.  “Get me back to Doc’s as soon as you can.  It’s urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “How long is this going to take?” 
 
    Cammie was pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, while Jace sat on the couch opposite Doc. “It’s up to the computer,” Doc responded. “Your impatience isn’t going to make the program run any faster, so you best try to relax.” 
 
    Rushing back to Doc’s, she’d insisted Doc run a test on the contents of the thermos.  Now it was in the computer, awaiting results. 
 
    “What do you think is going on?” Jace asked, his eyes bouncing back and forth as he watched her restless pace. 
 
    “Remember when I asked Paul what was so different about last night that would make me think I saw the Giwakwas?”    
 
    “What is a Giwakwas?” Doc asked. 
 
    Cammie took a deep breath before answering.  “They’re mythical creatures from the Abenaki and Penobscot traditions.  It’s said the Giwakwas were once human.  By committing a horrible crime against their tribe, or becoming possessed by an evil spirit, their hearts turned to ice.”  She turned her hazel eyes to Doc.  “They became Giwakwas, creatures of the land, and of the air, who feed on the bodies and souls of anyone who is unwise to walk the forests alone.  When the night is dark and the wind is high, you will hear their howling as they run along the forests near Crow Mountain, seeking out another victim to devour.  The woods around Mkazawi Pond are supposedly infested with them.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me you think you actually saw these creatures?” he questioned incredulously. 
 
    “Yes.  Or at least I thought I did.  They were so real, Doc.  I could actually feel them scratching at my arms and breathing down my neck.” 
 
    “So what was about last night that made you imagine you saw them?” 
 
    “The only thing I did differently last night was brew a cup of tea and put it in the thermos I gave you.” 
 
    “Tea?” both Doc and Jace asked simultaneously. 
 
    “Yes.”  She looked at Jace. “You remember that bag of loose tea I gave you after the last hockey game?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I have to admit, it got rid of my headache pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Both my shoulder and head were aching last night, so I drove to HQ, grabbed the baggie of tea from Emmy’s desk and brewed myself some tea.  I was drinking it on my way back to my cabin when, well, you know the rest.”   
 
    Doc raised an eyebrow.  “Are you trying to tell me you suspect your sweet, innocent receptionist of trying to poison you?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t.  But what if the tea I drank had the same salvia whatever you call it that you found in Marcy?  After what I experienced last night, Marcy seeing aliens and Todd seeing whatever it was that made his face freeze into such a horrible expression is much more plausible.  You said yourself the tea is used by shamans to make someone face up to their fears.  I’ve been terrified of the Giwakwas ever since I was a kid.  If any fear was going to be conjured up for me to face, that would certainly be the one.”  
 
    “Couldn’t you tell by the odor of the tea that it contained salvia timor?” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “That’s the weird thing.  You smelled the tea in the thermos, didn’t you?  It smelled like mint, not old socks.” 
 
    “Maybe whoever made the tea has figured out a way to cut down on the old sock smell?” Jace suggested.  “Seems to me that’s a pretty obvious indication the tea contains the salvia.  If you smelled that when you brewed it last night, there’s no way you would have drank it.” 
 
    “Are you now trying to tell me you suspect your sweet, innocent receptionist of putting hallucinogenic in her teas?”  Doc asked. 
 
    Cammie rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    “Hold on.  I drank that tea and nothing happened to me,” Jace pointed out. 
 
     “It wasn’t the same bag of tea.  Emmy told me to keep the baggie I gave you, explaining she could always get more.” 
 
    “If you had such a headache, why didn’t you just ask me for a painkiller instead of driving all the way into town?” Doc questioned with a tinge of disgust in his voice.  
 
    Cammie cocked an eyebrow.  “You really need to ask?”
“Coward,” he muttered. 
 
    “The answer to all this lies with Emmy.” 
 
    Doc stood up.  “Then I suggest you go speak to her.  As soon as I get the results, I’ll call you.”  
 
      
 
       While Cammie was battling Giwakwas on Notch Road the night before, Emmy was tossing and turning in her bed, her mind running in a thousand directions.  When she awoke in the morning, she was filled with a determination she hadn’t felt in a long time.  It only intensified as she showered, threw on her clothes and drove to work.  She knew what she was doing was risky.  Heck, it was probably suicidal.  But she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t do something.   
 
    She remembered a saying she’d come across on the internet that now resonated with her.  Courage had nothing to do with fear.  Courage was being scared to death, but doing the right thing anyway. 
 
    Well, she was certainly scared to death.  But she had to do this.   
 
    She had no choice. 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak to you.” 
 
    Cammie and Emmy stared at each other as they both said the same words at the same time.  The sheriff blinked a few times in surprise before responding, “Uh, sure, Em.  Let’s go into my office.” 
 
    They started down the hall, when Emmy abruptly stopped.  “I think Rick should be there too.” 
 
    Cammie turned and looked into Emmy’s face.  She saw fear.  She saw anxiety.  But she also saw a fierce resolve that pushed aside the other emotions.  She gave a curt nod.  “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Cammie called Rick, and together the three of them went into Cammie’s office.  While she perched herself on the edge of her desk, Rick and Emmy sat in the two chairs facing her.  
 
    “Sheriff, I need--” Emmy started to say, only to be interrupted by Rick.   
 
     “Sorry Em, but the sheriff needs to tell you what happened to her last night.” 
 
    Emmy’s heart began to hammer when she saw the uncharacteristically somber expression on Rick’s face. “What happened?” she stammered. 
 
    Cammie started to answer, only to be interrupted by Rick. 
 
    “The sheriff here almost met her maker last night.”  
 
    Emmy blanched and unconsciously gripped her hands tightly in her lap.  “Wha--what?”  
 
    “Yeah.  She was driving out on Notch Road--”  
 
    “Rick, I think I can handle this,” Cammie interjected. 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Right.  Sorry.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and turned her attention back to Emmy. “Where did you get the tea you keep in your desk?  Do you make it yourself?” 
 
    Emmy stared at her in confusion.  “The tea?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I -- I haven’t learned yet how to mix the right ingredients to make a good cup of tea.” 
 
    “Then where did you get it?” 
 
    “Some friends of mine made it.” 
 
    “Tell me, have you ever heard of salvia timor?” 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  “Please Sheriff, why are you asking me this?  What happened last night?”  
 
    Cammie recounted her experience on Notch Road.  “Doc is checking to see if the salvia was in the tea I took from your desk.” 
 
    “Toxicology found salvia timor in Marcy’s blood stream. They’re now checking Todd’s samples,” Rick added.  “We’re beginning to suspect that since this stuff makes you deal with your fears, it’s what made Marcy see aliens and Todd see something that scared the hell out of him.  It’s also what made the sheriff see Giwakwas last night.” 
 
    Emmy’s eyes filled up.  “Oh my God.  I can’t believe this.  I can’t believe they’d hurt you.  It’s all my fault.”  Tears ran down her face and she began to weep.   
 
    Cammie and Rick exchanged surprised looks.  Grabbing her chair, Cammie brought it around and sat down on the other side of Emmy.  She put her arm around the weeping girl’s shoulders. 
 
    “Emmy, what happened to me can’t be your fault.” 
 
    “Not unless you put that salvia in your tea,” Rick spoke up.  Cammie threw him an exasperated look and he quickly backed down.   
 
    Before Cammie could continue, Emmy abruptly jumped up and ran out of the office.  A few moments later, she returned, holding the baggie of tea in her shaking hand.  She handed it to Cammie. 
 
    “I found this on my desk yesterday.”  
 
    “Found it?” 
 
    She nodded.  “It was after you and Rick got the assault call.  I noticed we didn’t have any more cream for the coffee, so I ran across the street to the Grocery Emporium.  I wasn’t gone more than ten minutes.  When I came back, the bag was on my desk.”   
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Well, I did call and ask for some more.” 
 
    “Look Em – you gotta come clean,” Rick continued.  “You gotta tell us who gave you the tea.” 
 
    Emmy hesitated, then took a long, deep breath.  “It was Torri.” 
 
    Cammie stared at her in astonishment.  “Torri, as in Torri Jackson?” she whispered.  Emmy nodded.  “How do you know Torri?” 
 
    Emmy took her time answering.  Cammie glanced at Rick and saw he was ready to jump up and shake the young woman in order to get an answer.  Emmy slowly sank down in the chair, her voice and hands trembling. 
 
    “I can’t believe they’d want to hurt you.  They’re not that kind of people.  Or at least I didn’t think they were.” 
 
    “That’s the thing about people,” Rick answered.  “You never know about them.  I mean, who would have thought Marcy Audet would go off and shoot out the neighborhood?” 
 
    “Oh God, Marcy…” Emmy muttered. 
 
    Cammie leaned forward.  “You knew Marcy?”  Emmy nodded.  “What about Todd?” 
 
    “Kinda.  I saw him at Torri’s once or twice, but just to say hello.  He never stayed long enough to have a conversation with him.” 
 
    “What is the connection between all of you?” 
 
    Emmy’s eyes watered again. The moment had come.  Unconsciously wringing her hands, she looked at Rick, then Cammie.  “You see, Torri is a witch.  Marcy was a member of her coven.  And – and so am I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick sucked in his breath and stared wide-eyed at Emmy.   “You’re – you’re a witch?”  
 
    Emmy visibly flinched.   
 
    “Stop looking at her that way,” Cammie reprimanded him.  “There’s nothing wrong with being a witch.” 
 
    The young woman blushed deeply.  “I’m not really a witch.  Not a fully-fledged witch, anyway. I was just curious.  I mean, I love all those witchcraft shows on TV, you know? I thought it would be fun to learn about it, cos of our history and all.  When I found out we had a real live witch living in Twin Ponds, I figured it was fate.  How often do you hear about a witch living up here?  Someone who doesn’t just dabble in it like everyone else around here, but really lives it?  So I went and it was like, I don’t know.  Like I belonged right away.” 
 
    Cammie asked,   “Are both Torri and Clarisse witches?” 
 
    Emmy nodded, “But Torri is the head priestess.  She can do things.  I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Like what?” Rick asked. 
 
     “It was raining one night, and she made it stop.  Another time, Beth – she’s one of the girls from the coven – was having trouble coming up with her rent money.  Torri gave her a money spell and she won the lottery!  It wasn’t a million dollars or anything.  But it was enough to pay her rent for two months.  Lately, Lydia – she’s another member of the group - has been complaining that she keeps misplacing things.  Torri gave her a memory spell.” 
 
    “Has it worked?” Cammie asked despite herself. 
 
    Emmy shrugged.  “I guess so.  She hasn’t mentioned it in a while. Then Torri gave me--” The young woman abruptly shut up.   
 
    Cammie saw Emmy glance at Rick, her face turning tomato red with embarrassment.  She made a mental note to question Emmy later when Rick wasn’t around.   
 
    “After Marcy died, we had a ceremony for her, which was nice considering she’d insulted everybody in the coven at least once, if not more. Torri prepared a special tea with lemon grass, rosehips and a touch of cinnamon.  She said it was stuff Marcy liked. We all drank it and we were fine.” 
 
    “That’s because it didn’t smell like old socks,” Rick muttered. Emmy gave him a quizzical look. 
 
    “Did you ever see her give Marcy or Todd any tea to take home with them?” Cammie continued. 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  “I didn’t.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean she couldn’t have at some other time?” 
 
    “She could have, I guess.”  
 
    “Tell me, Em, have any of the teas you’ve had at Torri’s smelled like old socks?” 
 
    Emmy looked from Cammie to Rick.  “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned that.” 
 
    “Apparently salvia timor has a distinct odor,” Rick replied. 
 
    Emmy wrinkled her nose. “Sorry, but Torri’s teas always smell and taste really good.”  
 
     “Did you happen to tell Torri or Clarisse that you’d given me some of the tea?” 
 
    Emmy blushed again.  “Torri takes so much pride in her teas. I knew she’d be happy to hear that her tea helped you and Jace with your headaches.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Rick muttered under his breath.   
 
    Cammie threw him another look before turning her attention back to Emmy.   
 
    “Did you say anything else to Torri and Clarisse that might have spooked them?” 
 
    Emmy thought for a moment.  “I knew they were friends with Todd. I offered my condolences, just as I did when Marcy died.  Clarisse got all nasty, saying you suspected them of doing something to Todd.  Torri told her to be quiet, that you were just doing your job.”  
 
    “Are you sure that’s all you said?” 
 
    Emmy looked up into Cammie’s eyes.  “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t want to scare you, but we can’t be sure if the tea that was left on your desk was meant for you or me.”  
 
    Emmy’s eyes widened and she grew so pale, Cammie thought the young woman was about to faint.  Her response though surprised the sheriff.  “It’s too obvious.  If she put something in the tea, it would make her more suspect, wouldn’t it?”   
 
    “Maybe she’s getting desperate in case we end up figuring out that she did have something to do with Marcy and Todd’s deaths,” Rick replied. 
 
    “What is her motive though?” Cammie asked.  “If she is responsible for putting the salvia in Marcy and Todd’s teas, why?  What does she gain?” 
 
    “Well, with Todd, she gained $50,000,” Rick pointed out. 
 
    “Did she spike his tea because she was afraid he’d tell someone that she may have been blackmailing him?  And what of Marcy? Why spike her tea?  Did Marcy know something about their past?”   
 
    They all looked at each other, but no one spoke.  Finally, Cammie held up the baggie of tea.  “I’ll get this over to Doc and see what he finds.  I can’t prove that Torri deliberately tried to kill Todd and Marcy by putting the salvia in their tea, but if this bag contains it, it certainly points to someone trying to hurt one of us in this office.”  
 
    “If Torri is responsible for all this, you need to actually find that salvia stuff in her house, don’t you?”  Emmy asked.  When Cammie nodded, she said, “I’ll take care of that.  I’ll get her to give me some more.”  
 
    “No,” Cammie exclaimed emphatically.  “I don’t want you arousing her suspicion.” 
 
    “Well maybe I can call and thank her for leaving the tea on my desk.  Depending on what her reaction is, I’ll know if it was her that left it.” 
 
    Once again Cammie shook her head.  “It’s bad enough if she actually did try to drug you.  If she is desperate like Rick said, she may do something worse. Promise me you’ll let this be.  I mean it, Emmy.  Do not involve yourself.  It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Emmy hesitated, then nodded.  “Okay, I promise.” 
 
    She was happy to see that Cammie completely missed seeing her fingers crossed in her lap.   
 
    “I think it best that we keep what happened to me quiet.  Emmy, when is your next coven meeting?” 
 
    “Not until next month.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll have some answers. Until then, as much as I hate the idea of you having anything to do with Torri and Clarisse, we need to act as though you don’t suspect them of anything.  If they are responsible and they know you’re onto them, there’s no telling what they’ll do.” 
 
    They spent a few minutes discussing other business.  As they got up to leave, Cammie asked Emmy to stay.  She waited until Rick was gone before turning to the young girl.   
 
    “What else did Torri give you?” 
 
    Emmy blushed deeply.  “What – what do you mean?” she asked, completely unconvincing in her attempt to look innocent. 
 
    Cammie got up and closed her office door.  Leaning up against her desk, she regarded the young woman.  “Emmy, I know how you feel about Rick.” 
 
    Emmy jerked her head up, her mouth agape with terror.  Cammie raised her hand.  “Don’t worry.  Rick doesn’t have a clue, and I would never tell him.” 
 
    “How – how do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve noticed how you look at him.  There’s nothing to be ashamed of.  This stuff happens.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Cammie knew, it would never happen between Emmy and Rick.  Her receptionist had picked the one man in Twin Ponds who thought of commitment the way people thought of flying to moon.  It was pretty much impossible. And if, by some miracle, Rick ever did decide to settle down, it wouldn’t be with Emmy.  As sad as it was, she just wasn’t his type. He seemed to go for the tall, willowy, anorexic types.  Emmy was short, chubby and loyal to a fault.  He’d only break her heart.  And that was one thing Cammie hoped never to see. 
 
    Emmy hesitated.  Then sighed deeply.  “She gave me some herbs to mix in with Rick’s favorite cookies.  She said it would make him start to notice me.” 
 
    “Did it?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “It sure did.  He made me my morning coffee, and actually bought me lunch.” 
 
    “Were these cookies Rick’s favorite macaroons?” 
 
    Emmy nodded again.  
 
     “Rick would do somersaults for those macaroons,” Cammie gently reminded her.  She neglected to add that he would probably sleep with Emmy without any spells if she would make him those cookies at least once a week.  “Do you still have the herbs?” 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  “I threw them away.  I realized how stupid I was being.  It was dumb to try and make Rick--” The words trailed off.  “If I ever stand a chance with Rick, I want it to be because he finds me attractive.  Not because I put something in his cookies.”  She glanced up through her eyelashes at Cammie.  “Does – does Rick need to know?” 
 
    Cammie came around and sat back down at her desk.  She smiled reassuringly at the young woman.  “No, he doesn’t.  Obviously there wasn’t anything dangerous in what Torri gave you.  Nor do we ever need to talk about this again.  Now could you please write up everything you know on the women who make up your group?  When you’re done, the three of us will go over it.”   
 
    Emmy nodded and Cammie watched her walk out of the room.  She felt sad for the young woman.  Rick would never give her what she wanted.  She only hoped Emmy would realize that in time and move on.  A few moments later, Rick popped his head in.   
 
    “I’m doing a lunch run.  You want anything?” 
 
    “I do.  But before you go, let me ask you something.  Did you have to react with such disgust to Emmy’s announcement about Torri being a witch?” 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s just that Emmy – well, she--” 
 
    “She’s not a kid, if that’s what you’re trying to say.  She’s a grown woman who has a natural curiosity about witchcraft.  People could say the same thing about you and your belief in shamanism.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He sputtered a few times, then hung his head.  “Okay, I get it.  Maybe I was just reacting to her getting mixed up with the Jackson sisters.” 
 
    “She had no idea what they were like.  Heck, we don’t even know what they’re like.” 
 
    “They tried to kill you.  If I didn’t hate tea so much, they could have easily killed me. What’s to say they didn’t kill Todd or Marcy?”  
 
    “We think they did.  There’s no proof yet.” 
 
    “You drank the tea.” 
 
    “A tea that was left anonymously on Emmy’s desk.”  She paused.  “I asked her to make up a list of the members of her coven.  I want you to do a background check on each one of them.  Emmy may be too close to the situation to be fully objective.  I also want to bring Torri and Clarisse in for questioning.  One way or another, I’m going to get to the bottom of this mess.” 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Emmy returned to Cammie’s office with a few sheets of paper in her hands.  “This is everything I know.  Some are more talkative than others, but that’s everything I remember.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick were finishing up their lunch.  Wiping his hands on a napkin, Rick took a look at the list and whistled under his breath.   “Jeez, Erma Wittinower is part of your group?  She’s old enough to be my great grandmother.” 
 
    “She’s sixty-five, Rick,” Cammie pointed out. 
 
    “And Jessie O’Connell?  She used to babysit me when I was a kid.  How many people in Twin Ponds are witches that I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Calm down,” Cammie ordered.  She turned to Emmy.  “Be honest with me, Em.  Is this group really into the witchcraft stuff or is it more a social group?” 
 
    Emmy thought about it for a moment.  “Well, Torri and Clarisse talk about the gods and goddesses, and the different holidays and what they mean.  And they do lead us through some rituals and offerings.  But I guess you’re right, Sheriff.  It’s more of a gathering where we sit, and drink tea, and talk about all kinds of stuff.  As a matter of fact, whenever we get together, Jessie knits while we talk.  And Erma shows us the latest pictures of her grandchildren who live in Michigan.” 
 
    “Jessie and Erma are widows, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cammie turned to Rick.  “You see?  This is probably a place for two lonely women to go and be with other women. There’s nothing evil about it.”  She turned back to the list.  “I bet Lydia and Beth have the same curiosity you do.”   
 
    Emmy nodded. “They’re into the same movies and TV shows I am that talk about witches and ghosts and all that cool stuff.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was loneliness that drove Marcy to join the group as well.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Rick murmured.  “She was lonely because she was a nasty human being.” 
 
    Cammie cocked an eyebrow at him.  “He’s right, Sheriff,” Emmy spoke up.  “She didn’t say very much in the meetings, but when she did, it was usually to shred somebody.  We all walked on eggshells around her.  She actually yelled at me once because she didn’t like the color of my sweater.”  
 
    “Do you know if any of the women on this list make their own teas?” 
 
    “I know Beth tried, but it was so awful tasting she ended up throwing it out.  Edna did too, but hers was too bland.  It had no flavor at all.  I think they both decided to leave the tea making to the expert.” 
 
    “Do you know if Clarisse makes teas?” 
 
    “I don’t really know, but I kinda doubt it. She doesn’t do much when we go over. Just sits around looking bored.  It’s Torri who runs around and gets everything organized and leads us in all the rituals and conversations.”   
 
    “Emmy, please continue your search on the internet for anything on Torri and Clarisse.  I can’t believe there isn’t something out in the ethers about them.  Meanwhile, Rick and I are going to visit the ladies on this list and ask them some questions.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dropping off the baggie of tea with Doc, Cammie and Rick decided to divvy up Emmy’s list; Rick went off to interview Erma and Jessie, while Cammie sought out Beth and Lydia. She had to wait for the young women to finish their workday, Beth as the administrative assistant to the school administrator and Lydia as a kindergarten teacher, but they too admitted they enjoyed the camaraderie of the group more than anything else. When Cammie asked Beth about her attempts to make tea, she covered her mouth and giggled. 
 
    “It was awful.  It tasted like dirt and grass clippings.”    
 
    Lydia shook her head when asked.  “I like drinking the stuff, but I can’t be bothered making it.” 
 
    Cammie quietly glanced at the holes in the multi colored hat Lydia wore.  If she was as talented at making teas as she was at knitting, she was probably doing the world a service by not creating her own teas. 
 
    Meeting up afterwards, the two officers concurred that the coven was more of a gathering place where the women could gossip and socialize.  They decided to interview Torri and Clarisse’s neighbors.  Unfortunately, the nearest home to their trailer was over a mile away and elicited no useful information.  They now sat in Cammie’s Explorer, feeling both frustrated and in Cammie’s case, impatient for Sean to get back to her. 
 
    “All roads seem to lead back to Torri,” Rick replied. 
 
    “Yeah it does.” 
 
    He peered at her.  “You’ve got that weird look on your face again.  Like you stepped in something.” 
 
    Cammie put the vehicle in drive and started down the road.  “If the something you’re talking about is the stupidity of Torri to do such an obvious thing like put the salvia in the tea she left Emmy, then you’re right.  I did step in something and I don’t like it.”  She paused.  “If there’s one impression I’ve taken away after talking to Torri, it’s that she’s not dumb.  In fact, she’s quite savvy.  So why would she risk everything by putting something in a baggie of tea for Emmy?” 
 
    “As you’ve told me, everything starts with a trigger – something that gets the ball rolling.  We just need to find out what the trigger was.” 
 
    Cammie remained silent as her mind continued to whirl.  A moment later her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Doc.   
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” she asked, putting him on speaker. 
 
    “I’ve got some good news for you.  The toxicology results came in.  They found traces of salvia timor in Todd’s system, as well as a large amount in the beer bottle you bagged.  According to the findings, Todd didn’t have enough blood alcohol to make him legally drunk.” 
 
    “So it was the salvia that sent him racing through the snow.” 
 
    “Testing on the baggie you gave me found copious amounts of the salvia.  If you wonder if it was responsible for Todd’s behavior, just remember what it did to you.” 
 
    Cammie had to agree.  
 
     “So, it’s imperative I find that stuff in Torri’s trailer.” 
 
     “If she is responsible for this, she’ll never willingly give it to you,” he warned. 
 
    “I know.”    
 
    “Can you get a search warrant?” 
 
    “I can try.  But I think I’m going to need something more substantial than gut instinct to get Judge Drury to issue me one.” 
 
    As she hung up, she grew pensive.  “This is only conjecture, but I wonder if Todd spilled the beer on himself when the salvia started to take effect.  That’s why we smelled booze on him and jumped to the conclusion he’d had too much to drink.” 
 
    “If he saw even half of what you saw, I’m surprised he didn’t spill the entire bottle on himself.”  Rick looked at Cammie.  “Do you think it’s time to get Torri and Clarisse in for questioning?” 
 
    “Not yet.  But soon.” 
 
      
 
    After dropping Rick off at HQ, Cammie had one more stop to make before she headed back to Doc’s.   
 
    As she pulled into Paul’s driveway, she found him, as usual, waiting for her.  She followed him into his cabin and was soon seated by the window, her hands wrapped around a warm cup of chamomile tea.   
 
    She smiled as she indicated the mug in her hands.  “I’m beginning to get the heebie jeebies about drinking this stuff.” 
 
    “Can’t blame you,” he agreed.  “But I think you’re safe with the store bought teabags.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Unless Lars decides to spike his tea supply.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’d leave his TV set long enough to spike anything.” 
 
    Everyone knew how dedicated Lars was to watching Law and Order reruns on the small TV he set up next to the register at the Grocery Emporium.  He was so obsessed with the show that he now believed himself an expert in criminal law. 
 
    Cammie explained what Doc found in Emmy’s tea.   
 
     “So it was salvia timor that made you see the Giwakwas?” Paul asked as he took a sip of tea. 
 
    “Apparently so.  We think it’s also responsible for Todd leaving the safety of his cabin and Marcy seeing aliens.  Ever heard of it?” 
 
    “Went to a shaman gathering once where it was offered.  Works a bit like ayahuasca.” 
 
    “Aya – what?” 
 
    “It’s along the same lines as the salvia timor.  Gives you powerful visions.  Then you throw up.” 
 
    Cammie laughed.  “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Only a specially trained shaman can prepare the mixture and watch over you as you drink it. Too many people have done themselves harm by being unsupervised, or by having a charlatan, who doesn’t know the correct mixture, concoct something lethal.” 
 
    The memory of how close she’d come to either death or insanity sent a shudder down Cammie’s back.  “You said the energy was disturbed.  Do you think that’s still true?” 
 
    Paul closed his eyes for a moment, his face reflecting deep concentration.  When he opened them, he glanced at her.  “The energy has been quieted, but it’s still there, waiting. Watching.” 
 
    “Until I can get my hands on tea from Torri’s place to have Doc analyze, I’m just going on conjecture. We have two bodies and a close call on a third.” 
 
    “They may have already disposed of the evidence.” 
 
    “I know.”  She took a sip of the tea, then leaned forward towards Paul.  “You know more about this spell stuff than I do.  Can Torri really have the kind of power Emmy says she has?   I mean, she’s supposed to be able to control the weather, make people fall in love with someone they’d never look at twice, things like that. She supposedly helped one of the girls win enough money in the lottery to pay her rent.” 
 
    “The world isn’t as black and white as everyone thinks.  There are forces that can be called upon to do your bidding.  The problem, however, is that any magick given is magick owed.  And you’ve got to be careful who you owe to.” 
 
    “How is that different from what you do?” 
 
    “The kind of magick Torri performs is an earth based magick.  It comes from her will.  Spells, potions, all those sorts of things, come from a person’s need to control either the energy of the universe, or the energy of another person.  Like the power of love.  If you’re not meant to fall in love with a particular person, and someone interferes and makes that person fall in with you, it’s a product of their will and your will.”  He glanced at her under his brow as a smile slowly tugged at the corners of his mouth.  “You thinking of getting a spell put on Jace?” 
 
    She guffawed.  “Just wondering how it works, that’s all.” 
 
    “My magick, if you want to call it that, comes from both the celestial and the physical.  My will stays completely out of it.”  Seeing Cammie’s perplexity, he tried to explain. “Take your shoulder for example.  I’m able to heal it because Creator or God or the Universe, or whatever you want to call it, worked through me to heal it.  I never went into it with the intention of healing you.  I went into it leaving the decision to a higher power. Torri, however, would have gone into it with the express intention of healing you, regardless of what a higher power had to say about it.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t a higher power want me healed?” 
 
    Paul grinned.  “There are lessons in everything, Cammie.  An illness can teach.  An accident can teach.  You getting shot served as a lesson for you.  However, if I stepped in with my own intention, I take away the lesson.  Does that make sense?” 
 
    Cammie slowly nodded.  “I guess my lesson was to remember to duck.” 
 
    “No.  Your lesson went deeper.  You know that.  You’re just too hardheaded to admit it.” 
 
    Cammie pointedly ignored his remark. “I don’t suppose it’s possible to see who’s behind all this?” 
 
    “I thought you said it was Torri.” 
 
    “Everything points to Torri, but I don’t know.” 
 
    “Basically, you’re asking me to psychically spy.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Yep.” 
 
    Paul chuckled.  “You’ll be happy to know that I did try, especially after your episode with the Giwakwas.  Unfortunately, this person has learned to cloak themselves.  It’s a woman, I can tell you that.  But I can’t quite see the face.” 
 
    “What kind of a shaman are you?” Cammie teased. 
 
    “I didn’t say I’d given up.  It’s just going to take a little more work on my part. Just as they’re cloaking themselves, I need to make sure I cloak myself.  I’d like to finish out my years as peacefully as I possibly can.  I’ve had my fill of energy wars.”  She was about to question him when he held up his hand.  “Too much ‘my Schwartz is bigger than your Schwartz’.  I’m too old for that shit.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head to herself.  “I’ll never understand this stuff.” 
 
    She finished the tea and was about to stand up when she noticed Paul go very still.  She slowly sat back down and watched as his eyes suddenly went out of focus, as though he were looking at something only he could see.  She started to reach out to him, worried he was having some kind of stroke, but something held her back from touching him.  Instead, she continued to watch him, ready to jump in if he really was having an attack of some kind.  After a few moments, he shook his large shaggy head, and turned his dark eyes to her. 
 
    “Do you know anything about a book that Todd owned?” 
 
    “Todd owned a lot of books – all on protection from the dark arts.” 
 
    “No.  This is a different book.  It’s leather bound and hand stitched.” 
 
    “His place was pretty small.  If it was there, I would have seen it.” 
 
    “Look for it.” 
 
    Cammie leaned forward.  “Did you just have a vision?” 
 
    “It’s important to Todd that you find that book.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Did you just talk to Todd?” 
 
    “Not in the way you understand talking.  I was shown the book and told you need to find it.” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “I’ll try my best.”  She stood up.  “Never let it be said Cammie Farnsworth turned her back on the dead’s last request.  Even if it came from the other side of the veil.” 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon. Emmy was grateful for her 4 wheel drive as she maneuvered her jeep over a snowmobile trail and behind a grove of spruce trees.  Certain the vehicle wouldn’t be seen from the road, she slowly and laboriously made her way through the snow drifts until she came up in the woods behind Torri and Clarisse’s trailer.  Hoping she would find them off shopping, she was disappointed to see Torri and Clarisse’s vehicles parked in the driveway.  She had no choice but to wait in the increasingly cold snow until the women left. 
 
    What if they don’t leave?  Are you prepared to freeze to death? 
 
    She pushed the thought away.  She knew Torri was a habitual shopper. She may not have much money, but that didn’t stop her from going out every day to buy a pack of cigarettes, a case of beer, or a loaf of bread.  She was like clockwork in that regard.  And despite Clarisse’s enormous belly, she always went along.  It seemed as though the sisters hated to sit around their trailer for any length of time.   
 
    The minutes dragged by excruciatingly slow.  Emmy’s determination to wait it out was slowly eroding by the numbness in her feet, hands and face.   She was turning into a round popsicle.   
 
    Damn. 
 
    Just my luck.  The one day I pick to get that tea and they decide not to go out. 
 
    Just as she was coming to the conclusion that it was too painful to wait any longer, she heard the trailer door open and Torri call out, “Are you sure you want to come with me?  I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    “I hate sitting around this shithole by myself.  It depresses me,” Clarisse answered. 
 
    “It’s better than that shithole you lived at in Bangor.” 
 
    “At least it was bigger.  With this goddamned belly, I can’t turn around without smashing into something.  This kid is going to be born covered in black and blues.” 
 
    Torri cackled as the two sisters got into her pickup truck. A moment later she pulled out and soon were out of sight.   
 
    In keeping with Twin Ponds’ tradition, Emmy knew Torri didn’t lock up the trailer.  As she once told the young woman, “I ain’t got nothin’ worth stealing, so if someone is stupid enough to waste their time on this dump, go for it.” 
 
    To Emmy’s surprise, she found her hands shaking.  She wasn’t accustomed to breaking and entering.  There was a part of her that acknowledged that what she was about to do was illegal.  But a larger part of her knew it was the right thing to do.  If Torri was responsible for harming Marcy, Todd and Cammie, she had to do something about it. 
 
    With shaking limbs and a heavy heart, she slowly started up the walkway towards the trailer.  She opened the door and slipped inside. 
 
     “Thank God,” she whispered aloud to herself as the blessed heat enveloped her.  Not knowing how much time she had, and eager to get what she came for, Emmy hurried to the cabinet under the sink.  There, she found several tins of different shapes and sizes.  Pulling out the wad of baggies she’d stuffed in her jacket pocket, she began to fill them with samples of the different teas Torri had made. Then, using rubber bands she’d stuffed in her other jacket pocket, she carefully wrapped it around each baggie for extra security.  Praying it was enough for Doc to do his analysis, she was just carefully wrapping the last baggie when she heard the crunch of tires outside the trailer. 
 
    Oh no! They must have forgotten something! 
 
    Emmy quickly looked around.  Her heart sank when she realized there was nowhere for her to hide.  Trying not to panic, she remembered the bathroom and prayed they hadn’t come back to use it. 
 
    She was just able to wedge herself into the miniscule shower when she heard the door open. 
 
    “It’s not my fault I have to pee,” Clarisse whined.  “I can’t wait to get this kid out of me.  I’m tired of having to pee every damned five minutes.” 
 
    Crap!  Clarisse was coming into the bathroom!  Emmy held her breath, praying the young woman wouldn’t notice the slight bulge in the shower curtains. 
 
     “Hurry up, will ya?” Torri called out.  “I’ve got things to do!” 
 
    “Alright, alright.  I’m moving as fast as I can with the incredible hulk in my belly. Besides, it’s not like Lars is going to sell you the winning lottery ticket any time soon.”  
 
    “You have no faith, that’s your problem.” 
 
    “What I have is common sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.  A lot of common sense got you knocked up by schmuck face.” 
 
    “Shit happens.” 
 
    Torri mumbled something under her breath that Emmy couldn’t hear.  Which was just as well, because all this talk about peeing was now making her want to go.  She couldn’t very well jump up and down in the shower, but the desire was growing stronger.   
 
    Emmy thought she would faint with fear as the door opened and Clarisse started to enter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie sighed.  It was the next morning, and she’d just spent a frustrating ten minutes on her cellphone with Judge Drury, trying to convince him to give her a search warrant for Torri’s trailer.  Unfortunately, he refused, telling her there wasn’t enough evidence tying her to Marcy and Todd.  Nor could she deny his argument that, even if she did find salvia timor in Torri’s possession, it wasn’t illegal in the state of Maine, nor could she prove Marcy and Todd had unknowingly ingested it.  There could be cause in the baggie left on Emmy’s desk if it contained the powerful hallucinogenic.  But once again, there was no proof it was Torri who had prepared the tea.  Her case was also damaged by the inability of the business owners on Main Street to say they’d noticed anyone enter HQ in the ten minute window when Emmy was at the Emporium.  Which left her back at square one.  Even if she could prove Torri prepared the tea, she couldn’t prove it was Torri who had left it on Emmy’s desk.    
 
     She hung up from Judge Drury, her gut screaming that Marcy and Todd had been murdered.  But why?  She always came back to why. Why would Torri even drug Todd and Marcy in the first place?  Had Todd and Marcy discovered something about Torri and Clarisse that they wanted to keep secret?  Obviously they were hiding something if computer whiz Emmy couldn’t find them on the internet.  Maybe that was it.  Maybe Todd found out something the two sisters needed to keep hidden and they drugged him, knowing his own paranoia would finish him off.  As for Marcy, perhaps she too had discovered something while attending the coven meetings. 
 
    She was worried for Emmy.  It was obvious someone had meant her harm by leaving the salvia ridden tea on her desk.  Was it because she worked for the sheriff’s department?  Or was it because she’d asked too many questions and was a potential hazard? 
 
    The questions rolled around and around Cammie’s head as she drove towards Todd’s cabin.  She wasn’t too keen on going back to the oppressive building, but Paul seemed adamant that Todd wanted her to find the leather bound, hand stitched book.  Who was she to argue with the dead? 
 
      
 
    The day was bright and sunny, the temperatures hovering around a balmy ten degrees.  Driving up the long driveway through the dense forest on her snowmobile, Cammie saw the police tape still around Todd’s house.  It looked as though it hadn’t been disturbed at all.   She stepped off the vehicle, and once again took in the silence of the property.  She shook off the feeling of unease and scooting under the tape, let herself into the cabin. 
 
    With the blanket removed from the window, the sunlight streamed in, dissipating the shadows that had spooked her when she’d first entered after the discovery of Todd’s body.  She carefully took down each book from the bookshelf, wondering if the leather bound volume was somehow hidden behind them.  There was nothing.  She once again combed the cabin, but came up empty.  
 
    Was it possible Paul messed up the vision?  Maybe there was no book.  Or if there was a book, it could be long gone from the cabin. 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  As long as she’d known Paul, she’d marveled at the accuracy of his visions.  If he said the book was in the cabin, it had to be there.  She just wasn’t seeing it.  But where could it be?   
 
    Her eyes scanned the cabin, wondering where Todd would hide such a book.  It obviously meant something to him if he was reaching beyond the grave to let her know about it.  So where would he hide it? 
 
    “If you want me to find this book,” Cammie said aloud, “you’re going to have to give me a clue.  I’m not like Paul.  I don’t get visions, or hear voices in my head.” 
 
    She waited, but all she heard was the weird, crushing silence that felt so suffocating.   
 
    “Humph,” she sighed.  “You’re not helping me here.” 
 
    Once again she heard nothing.  She plopped down on the cot and stared down at her boots, tapping them on the floor in frustration.  Suddenly, an idea began to formulate itself.  Whether this was Todd’s way of helping, she didn’t stop to ask.  Instead, she stood up and systematically tested each floor board with the toe of her boot.  She was almost done with the cabin and felt the frustration rising again until she pushed on a board near the stove.  It gave a loud creak.   
 
    “Thank you, Todd,” she whispered to herself as she bent down to examine it.  Sure enough, it looked a bit looser.  Running to her snowmobile, she came back with a screwdriver.  With a little maneuvering, she was able to pop up the loose plank.  Peering into the dark hole, she whistled under her breath. 
 
    “Damn if Paul wasn’t right again.” 
 
    Quickly donning a pair of latex gloves, she reached down and folded her fingers around a canvas bag.  Lifting it up, she noticed there wasn’t much dust on it.  Someone had obviously handled this not too long ago.  Sitting back on the cot, she carefully undid the two tied flaps and, peering inside, saw what looked like a book.  Pulling it out, she was amazed to see it described perfectly by Paul.  The leather was old and weather beaten.   Inside, the pages were thick, as though made from parchment paper and were definitely hand sewn into the binding. Although the outside looked aged, the pages inside appeared new. They were covered with closely spaced, scratchy writing.   
 
    “Okay, Todd.  You led me to this book.  But we’re not done yet.  I may need your help in deciphering your handwriting,” she mused to herself before realizing that she was talking aloud to a dead person.  Unwilling to admit that maybe Paul was becoming too much of an influence, she sat back on the cot and opened to the first page.  On the top was a name written in block letters and heavily underlined. 
 
    Samuel Parris.        
 
    The name sounded familiar.  Continuing on, Cammie quickly realized she was reading a biography of the pastor in whose home the Salem, Massachusetts witch hysteria of 1692 began.    
 
    That was strange.  Why would Todd write a biography, if it was indeed Todd’s writing, of a long dead pastor and bury it under a floorboard?  Intrigued, she turned her attention back to the scratchy writing.  The biography was not in any sort of chronological order and there were spots where she had trouble deciphering his writing.  Paragraphs were written in different colored inks as if Todd had found something, jotted it down, then days, weeks or months later found something else and wrote it down as well.   
 
    The first page detailed Parris’ time as a merchant in Barbados.  He lost much of what he owned in a hurricane, prompting him to move to New England.  Todd surmised he brought his slave Tituba and her husband John with him.  He went on to describe how Tituba had inadvertently begun the hysteria by doing readings for the daughters and niece of Parris by predicting what their future husbands looked like.  It was innocent stuff, but in a day when anything and everything was attributed to the devil, the results were disastrous.   Soon the girls were exhibiting all sorts of strange fits, telling the pastor they were being attacked by the spectral beings of fellow townspeople.  The hysteria lasted six months and resulted in the deaths of 20 people.  It was a shameful period in the history of early America -- a history of which Cammie knew only the bare facts.   
 
    By the time she turned the last page over a half hour later, she understood why Todd may have reached out from the other side to tell her about his journal.  
 
    After putting the book back in the canvas bag and replacing the floorboard, she carefully packed the journal into a carrier on her snowmobile.  She then took off for her cabin to exchange the snowmobile for her Explorer.  She paused long enough to look up something on the internet before heading out to Mike Endicott’s office.  She hoped he’d be able to verify that the writing in the book was indeed Todd’s.  To her delight, he confirmed Todd’s handwriting.  With a lightness she hadn’t felt in a long time, she headed towards HQ.   
 
    Cammie was no sooner through the door to her office when Emmy ran in behind her.  Without saying a word, she shoved several rubber band bound baggies into Cammie’s hand.   
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Tea from all of Torri’s tins.  She had about seven of them in the cabinet.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes widened.  “Emmy --!” 
 
    “Please don’t get mad. I had to do this. She may be responsible for Todd and Marcy’s deaths. And she might have tried to kill you and me!  I couldn’t rest until I got some of the tea for Doc to analyze.” 
 
    Cammie took off her parka and hung it up before placing the canvas bag on her desk.  “You risked your life to get something that, even if it does contain the salvia, without a proper search warrant, won’t be admissible in court.” 
 
    Emmy’s face fell.  “Oh.  I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    Cammie saw her disappointment, and patted her on the shoulder.  “Don’t sweat it.  Just promise me you won’t do anything this dangerous again.  If the Jacksons are responsible, you’re already on their hit list.  You don’t need to make yourself an even bigger target.” 
 
    “They didn’t know I was there.  I made sure to park far enough away so no one would see my car in front of their place.” 
 
    Emmy described how she’d hidden in the shower until the two sisters left.  She waited until she knew they were gone before leaving the trailer.  She went home and hid the tea in her closet until this morning.  “We can still have Doc examine it though, can’t we?” 
 
    “Of course we can.  And we will.” 
 
    “What’s in there?” she asked, noticing the canvas bag for the first time.  
 
    “Something I found in Todd’s cabin hidden under a floor board.  It’s a book that holds the biography of Samuel Parris.” 
 
     “The minister during the Salem Witch Trials? Why would Todd have something like that?” 
 
    “Let’s get Rick in here and I’ll explain why this journal may hold the motive to Todd’s death.” 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
     “This is a case that goes back to 1692.” 
 
    “I think we’ve passed the statute of limitations,” Rick replied. 
 
    “Actually, there is no limitation where murder is concerned.” 
 
    “So what do you think happened?” Emmy asked. 
 
    “The historical record tells us that the Salem witch trial hysteria started in the home of Reverend Samuel Parris, correct?”  Emmy and Rick nodded.  “The historical record also tells us that one of the victims of that hysteria was a woman by the name of Anne Pudeator.  Are you with me so far?” 
 
    They nodded again. 
 
    “What if I were to tell you that Todd believed he was descended from Parris, while also believing that Torri and Clarisse are descended from Anne?”   
 
    “Yeah, so?” Rick asked.  
 
    “What if the Jackson sisters sought revenge on Todd for what his ancestor did to their ancestor all those years ago?”  Rick and Emmy exchanged dubious looks.  “I know it sounds a bit farfetched, but let me read you Todd’s last entry.”  Donning latex gloves again, she picked up the journal and flipped to the last page.  “Revenge is a horrible tool.  Once it’s used, there’s no calling it back, no matter the consequences. No matter how long it has lain dormant.  God help me.” 
 
    She looked up at the two.  “I did some research. Anne Pudeator was a midwife.  She would have known all about herbs and tinctures.  From what you told me, Emmy, Torri is very proud of her teas.  Who else but someone who knows their way around herbs would even know about salvia timor?   Murders have been committed for far less reasons than the one I’m proposing now.  You read this journal and it’s obvious Todd was racked with guilt over what his ancestor did.”  
 
    “I suppose.  It just seems a bit of a long time to carry a grudge, isn’t it?” Rick asked. 
 
    “How would you feel if one of your ancestors was killed by someone because of greed or malice?”  Rick raised an eyebrow.  “Okay, bad analogy.  But being part Native, I’m sure somewhere inside you’re a little ticked over what happened to your people.” 
 
    “If I think about it, yeah.  But like I said, that happened a long time ago.  Would Torri and Clarisse really go as far as to murder Todd?  He may have had some of this Parris blood in him, but he had nothing to do with Salem.” 
 
    “The Bible does say something about the sins of the father shall be visited upon the sons, or something like that,” Emmy replied.  Both Cammie and Rick turned to look at her in astonishment.  She blushed as she shrugged her shoulders. “I do read, you know.” 
 
    “So, suppose you’re right,” Rick said.  “Suppose Torri and her sister are all hellbent on revenge for what Todd’s ancestor did to their ancestor.  It still doesn’t prove anything.  No offense, Cam, but you still can’t even prove they’re the ones who left the bag of salvia saturated tea on Emmy’s desk.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “I know.” 
 
    “And don’t forget that $50,000 Todd gave them.  Even if he gave them that money because he felt guilty over what happened a bazillion years ago, why would they shut that off by killing him?  They could have played the guilt card until his bank account was cleaned out.” 
 
    Her frown grew deeper.  “True.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t explain Marcy Audet,” Rick pointed out.  “Is she related to Parris or one of those killed during the witch trials?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about her.  She was part of your coven, Emmy.  She knew Torri and Clarisse.  Who’s to say she didn’t stumble onto something she wasn’t supposed to?  They seemed to have done a thorough job erasing their existence from the internet.  Maybe Marcy was part of the old scenario of having to be silenced permanently.” 
 
    “That is possible,” Emmy murmured. 
 
    “You know,” Rick replied slowly.  “This is all well and good, but the bottom line is that you still don’t have any proof that the Jacksons drugged Marcy or Todd or even you.  Until we get solid proof, you’re just going to go round and round until your head explodes.” 
 
    Cammie sighed.  “Don’t remind me.” 
 
      
 
    Just before heading to Doc’s after putting in her half day of work, Cammie popped into Zee’s for lunch.  It was filled with the usual crowd, and she was lucky to get a back booth.  Jace had planned to join her, but at the last minute he received a call about a break down outside of town.  Alone, Cammie filled her time playing a game on her cell while she waited for her order.  Just as Zee plopped down her chicken Caesar salad, her cellphone rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Sean. 
 
    “Hey, Sean,” she answered.  “I hope you have some news for me.” 
 
    “I sure do.  It wasn’t easy getting some of this info.  Your friend Torri did a good job covering her tracks.  I’m thinking that week-end you promised me in Mohegan Sun just got extended by a day.” 
 
    “If I like what you have to say, I’ll extend it by two.” 
 
    “Wicked ah-some!” Sean exclaimed in his thick Boston accent.  “Okay, here’s the dope. Torri and Clarisse’s real names are Bonnie and Susan Wallis.  Bonnie owned one of those witchy-type stores in Salem, Massachusetts.  She sold herbs, tinctures, all sorts of what they call ‘botanical’ products.  To tell you the truth, looks like dried grass and rabbit food to me, but what the hell do I know?  Anyway, for a smart businesswoman, her smarts didn’t extend to relationships. After bouncing around relationships for a while, she got married to a real asshole.  He’s the kind of guy who thought with his fists, not his brain.  Not, according to what people told me about him, that he had a lot of brains to begin with, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “How long were they married?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “About five years.” 
 
    “That’s a long time to be married to an asshole.” 
 
    “Especially one that was known to knock her around.  But it seems she finally saw the light and dumped him.” 
 
    “Is that why she left Massachusetts?” 
 
    “From what I could gather, Brian Muir – that’s his name, by the way – wasn’t about to let her go that easily.  As far as he was concerned, she was his property.  You’re pretty much off the map, so she probably thought she had a chance of escaping him by moving up your way. Still, even if he had figured out where she’d gone, his accident would make sure he couldn’t follow her.” 
 
    “Accident?” Cammie asked.  “What kind of accident?”  
 
    “This is the weird part.  Seems he was driving down the road and suddenly decided to plow into a tree. Got busted up pretty bad.  Cops didn’t find any drugs or alcohol involved.”  
 
    A cold chill ran down Cammie’s back.  Could Torri have slipped him the salvia as well? 
 
    “Where did the accident take place?” 
 
    “Let’s see.”  The din was getting louder in the restaurant, and she had to press her ear against the cell to hear Sean.  “Ah, here it is.  Peabody.” 
 
    Peabody was a town that lay between Salem and Danvers.  
 
    “When did the accident take place?” 
 
    “August of last year.”  
 
    Cammie did a quick calculation.  Torri told her she and Clarisse had moved up to Twin Ponds in May.  Still, it was entirely possible for her to make the trip down to Peabody, slip the ex the drug, then drive back. 
 
    “In case you’re interested, the name of her business was The Healing Herb.  It was located right in the middle of downtown Salem.  A lot of people were upset when she closed up shop, I can tell you that.  She was supplying all kinds of that grassy shit to a boatload of people, including councilmen and cops to name a few.” 
 
    The din had gotten so loud, Cammie missed the name of the shop.  “What did you say the name of her shop was?  The Healing what?” 
 
    “The Healing Herb.” 
 
    “Oh – the Healing Herb,” she repeated.  “Kind of a cheesy name,” she admitted. 
 
    “Hey, whatever works.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to know if anyone saw her in Salem after she left?”  
 
    “As a matter of fact, there was some kind of family reunion.  They get together every August at the Hawthorne Hotel, which is located near where her shop was.”  Sean chuckled.  “I can hear your wheels turning now, Cam.  To be honest, mine did too.  She comes down for the reunion in August, ex gets into an accident around the same time.  What are the chances?” 
 
    “Exactly.  Well, my friend, you’ve more than earned that weekend.” 
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about.  I’m waiting for one more piece of info.  As soon as I get it, I’ll buzz you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sean.  You’re the best.” 
 
    “Damn right I am.” 
 
    Cammie flipped off the phone.  She was about to dig into her salad when she froze.  Standing a few feet away from her at the bar was Torri.  And she was looking straight at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie’s heart was pounding.  Had Torri overheard her conversation with Sean?  If so, how much had she heard?   
 
    She kept her face neutral as Torri came over.  “Good to see you again, Sheriff.” 
 
    “What brings you to Zee’s?” 
 
    “Clarisse.  Now that she’s about to pop, she’s getting cravings worse than ever.  Thought I’d surprise her with one of Zee’s Twin Pond burgers.  It’s Clarisse’s favorite.” 
 
    Zee’s Twin Pond burger was a pound of Angus beef, topped with mozzarella, basil and sliced tomatoes, drizzled with his homemade pasta sauce. She tried to study Torri without being obvious about it, hoping to see if her conversation had indeed been overheard.  But Torri remained friendly and casual.  Cammie decided to take a chance. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit while Zee gets it ready for you?” 
 
    “Thanks.  Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    Somehow Torri managed to squeeze her bulk into the booth. 
 
    “You find out anything more on Todd’s death?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really.”  Torri wasn’t the only one who could lie when she needed to. 
 
    “Ain’t surprised.  As much as I tried to get him to stop, Todd liked his liquor.  Maybe he drank to forget his past.  Maybe he did it to get rid of the pain of his nervous stomach. At least before he had some of my teas.” 
 
    Cammie clamped down on the surprise starting to form on her face.  “Your teas?” she asked as informally as she could. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard, I make my own teas. It’s a family tradition.  As far back as I can remember, the women in my family were herbalists, believing in the natural healing abilities of plants.  I’ve got teas for all kinds of things.  Menstrual cramps, joint aches, headaches, colds.”  She looked at the sheriff and smiled broadly.  “I even got one for love.” 
 
      Cammie pretended to look interested.  “Really?” 
 
    “It’s hard not to walk around town and hear about you and your break-up with that hunky mechanic.  Now obviously I don’t know the particulars, but he sure is someone who could keep the cold away on these frigid winter nights.”  Torri cackled.  “Any time you want something to get the ball rolling with him, so to speak, come on by.  It’ll be on the house – just to show you I don’t hold any grudge on you thinking Clarisse and I had anything to do with Todd’s death.” 
 
    “So you were making Todd some tea?” 
 
    Once again Torri surprised Cammie with her reaction.  “He loved my ginger tea.  Ginger is good for the digestive system.  Poor Todd had issues with his belly.  He told me my tea was the only thing that calmed it down.  In fact, I used to make him up a baggie of my ginger tea once a month.  I swear he became addicted to the stuff.” 
 
    “When was the last time you gave him some of this tea?” 
 
    “About two weeks before he died.  He came by and while we were watching TV, he asked for some.” 
 
    “You must have a lot of people interested in your teas.” 
 
    “The word is starting to get around.” 
 
    “What about Marcy?  Did you make her any of your special teas?” 
 
    “She was suffering from depression, so yeah, I helped her with that.”  Torri looked pointedly at Cammie for a moment.  To the sheriff’s surprise, she abruptly tilted her head back and roared with laughter. 
 
    “Honestly, Sheriff.  No offense, but do you honestly think Todd and Marcy died because of some teas I made for them?”  She leaned over the table.  “And do you honestly think I’d be that stupid to be so obvious if I did put something in their tea?  That’s rich!” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask.  Tell me,” she added, “have you made any teas for Emmy?” 
 
    “Now you know I have.  She told me it worked wonders for your arm and head.” 
 
    “I have to say, it did work wonderfully.  Unfortunately, Emmy gave me the last of her tea.” 
 
    Torri snapped her fingers.  “Damn, she called me asking for more, but I completely forgot.  It isn’t easy dealing with a heavily pregnant woman whose temper was never very good to begin with.  Thanks for reminding me.  I’ll make up more as soon as I get home.” 
 
    At that point, Zee came to the table with a brown paper bag containing the burger.  Torri took the bag, then stood up.  “See you later, Sheriff.”  She started to leave before turning back.  “Look, I don’t expect you to believe me, but like I said, I come from a long line of healers.  Our job has been and always will be to heal, not to harm.  Now if Todd or Marcy put something in the teas I made them, nothin’ I can do about that.” 
 
    Cammie turned and watched her leave the restaurant.  Either the woman was the consummate actor, or she was innocent of trying to drug Todd, Marcy and Emmy.  She’d been more than eager to share her expertise, taking pride in her teas just as Emmy had told her.  What struck Cammie was the fact that if Todd drank her tea as regularly as she claimed, and she’d given him some two weeks before his death, why was none found in his cabin? 
 
    When she arrived at Doc’s that afternoon, she shared her conversation with Torri.  Doc lifted an eyebrow when she was done. “That woman is one cool customer.  She actually admitted to making teas for Todd and Marcy?” 
 
    “Yes, she did. When I told her I’d used the last of Emmy’s teas, she said she’d forgotten to make more for her and would do it this afternoon.” 
 
    “Well, obviously someone made the tea that sent you into the Twilight Zone. Maybe you’ve been wasting your time.  Maybe it really isn’t Torri, after all.” 
 
    “The only other person who may have knowledge about making teas is Clarisse.  I’m sure she’s watched her sister make teas.  She’d also have easy access to the ingredients.” 
 
    “Until you get a search warrant, or figure out who’s behind all this, I suggest you and your staff stay as far away from anything that even remotely looks like tea.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie spent the next morning placing calls to Danvers, Massachusetts in an effort to find out all she could about Bonnie and Susan Wallis, aka Torri and Clarisse Jackson.  She was amazed at how high up the social and political ladder the admiration for Torri and her teas went.  Although everyone was careful not to say anything derogatory about Clarisse, it was easy to read between the lines that they didn’t think too highly of her.  However, when it came to Torri, they couldn’t say enough nice things about her.  It was unanimous how much they missed her store and her presence in their town.  A few even admitted they still had Torri make teas for them, paying for express mail delivery.   
 
    “You’re lucky, Sheriff Farnsworth,” the mayor gushed.  “She will be an asset to your little town.” 
 
    By the time she hung up, doubt was beginning to prick her gut that maybe Torri really was innocent.  If so, that left Clarisse.  As she began to ponder that possibility, her cellphone rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Sean.  Giving her the last piece of information he’d promised to track down for her, Cammie listened with growing excitement.  When they were done, she corralled Rick and shared all she’d discovered over the last twenty four hours.  “Why don’t you use that considerable charm you have with the ladies, and ask the Jackson sisters to come down to HQ to answer some questions?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to give the go ahead.  You think you’ll be able to crack them?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, no.  But armed with the truth about them, I’m more interested in observing their body language.  Especially when we ask about salvia timor.” 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, Cammie was seated in the interrogation/conference room with Torri while Rick sat in Cammie’s office with Clarisse.  She had yet to meet a woman who was immune to Rick’s charms, and knowing how much Clarisse hated her, it was decided Rick would interview the sullen woman.  Both rooms had cameras which were recording the proceedings for later study. 
 
    Clarisse was slunk down in a chair across from Rick, her belly protruding like a giant circus ball between them.  Her face was surly, and when the door to Cammie’s office opened, she started to protest. 
 
    “You’ve got a hell of a lot of nerve asking me to come all the way down here.  I’m about ready to pop and it isn’t easy--” She swallowed the rest of her tirade when she saw Rick enter.   “Well, well, looks like I lucked out,” she said, giving Rick a seductive smile.   
 
    Rick smiled.  “I did too,” he agreed. 
 
    That got her attention.  She straightened up a bit.  
 
    “I’ve seen you around town,” she said.  “I’ve heard you really know how to show a lady a good time.” 
 
    “I do my best.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.”  She laughed.   
 
    “When is the baby due?” he asked. 
 
    “Not soon enough.” 
 
    “I heard the father skipped out on you.” 
 
    “Yeah.  His loss.” 
 
    “Tell me, are you really into all that witchcraft stuff?” 
 
    Clarisse guffawed.  “I just do it to keep Torri happy.  She’s the one who’s into all that shit.”  Clarisse leaned forward as much as she could, and grinned at Rick.  “Anybody ever tell you you’ve got gorgeous hair.  What I wouldn’t give to run my fingers through it.  Maybe when this little rug rat is finally outta me, you and I can get together.” 
 
    Rick politely ignored her remark.  Hell would freeze over before he would ever consider going out with her.  Instead he asked, “So why did you change your name to Clarisse Jackson?  Did it sound better than Susan Wallis?” 
 
    Clarisse’s head shot up and her eyes narrowed.  Then, she unexpectedly chuckled.  “Clarisse sounds a helluva lot sexier than Susan, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Rick could tell she was playing with him.  And enjoying every minute of it.  He was determined to change that.  He leaned forward slightly and smiled his most charming smile.  He saw Clarisse taking the bait. 
 
    “When did you start using salvia timor?” 
 
    Her demeanor instantly changed.  She averted her eyes and her face paled. 
 
    Gotcha! Rick thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    “You went through a lot of trouble and expense to change your name from Bonnie Wallis to Torri Jackson and cover up your past,” Cammie said to Torri.  “Is that the real reason Todd gave you the $50,000?” 
 
    Torri met Cammie’s gaze and smiled.  “Sorry to burst your conspiratorial bubble, sheriff, but I told you why Todd gave me the money.  If I was blackmailing him in some way--” Torri began counting on her fingers – “number one, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to off him if I could get more money out of him.  Number two, if I was in a hurry to get money from him, how come I haven’t cashed the check he gave me yet, and number three, I heard how he died. How did I get over there without leaving any footprints in the snow?” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve thought about it.” 
 
    “What do you expect when the sheriff comes knocking on your door and starts insinuating you had something to do with your friend’s death?” 
 
    “So why did you go through all the trouble of changing your identity?” 
 
    Torri leaned back in her chair and crossed her massive legs. “Actually Sheriff, I think you’d understand exactly why I did what I did.  I heard tell around town you had the same problem once upon a time.  Only you solved yours with a hockey stick and a one way ticket to Seattle.  I solved mine by erasing any trail that might lead to us.  Like you, I made the mistake of marrying a guy who used his fists to tell me how much he loved me.”  She chortled at her own words.  “Brian almost killed me twice.  Dislocated my arm, broke my nose.  I finally got wise when he came home one night with a revolver and shoved it into my mouth.  If a neighbor hadn’t taken that moment to knock on the door, I don’t think I’d be here today.  The only way to get away from him was to erase all trace of my and Clarisse’s existence.  It wasn’t easy, I can tell you that.  And don’t worry, Sheriff.  We did it legally.  So you see, there’s nothing suspicious about it.” 
 
    “Is Brian still in prison?” 
 
    “Nope.  Got out on a technicality.  Lucky for me, he drank too much one night and had an intimate rendezvous with a tree.  He broke enough bones to be laid up for a long while.”                 
 
    “You did an excellent job erasing the existence of Bonnie Wallis.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Through my herb shop, I got to know lots of people from different walks of life.  Some of those contacts came in handy when it was time to make Bonnie and Susan disappear.  They told me exactly what to do and how to do it.” 
 
    “Including getting your sister’s assault charges dropped?” Cammie asked.   
 
    A flicker of fear passed over Torri’s features. 
 
      
 
    “Salvia what?  Never heard of it.” 
 
    Despite her words, Clarisse’s demeanor spoke otherwise.  She continued to avoid Rick’s eye as she picked at a loose thread on her black and white sweater.  Rick decided to go for a bluff. 
 
    “That’s not what I heard.”  He leaned back in his chair, giving the appearance of casual indifference.  “In fact, I heard you were notorious for using the stuff.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Clarisse exclaimed, her eyes flashing.  “I only tried it a couple of--” She realized her mistake, but it was too late. 
 
    Rick leaned forward, his gaze intent.  “When did you try it, Clarisse?  And how did you convince Marcy Audet and Todd Paradis to try it?  Or did they even know you were giving them some?  Did you spike their tea?  Did you enjoy watching them go crazy on that shit?” 
 
    Clarisse’s eyes watered as she sputtered. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wasting your talents up here, sheriff,” Torri replied once she’d gotten herself back under control.   
 
    “So tell me about those charges.” 
 
    Torri looked tired, as if the weight of all she’d been through in her life suddenly fell upon her shoulders.   
 
    “Sheriff, you got any siblings?”  Cammie shook her head.  “Count yourself lucky.”  She chuckled mirthlessly.  “Clarisse – sorry, but once I changed our names, I can’t get out of the habit of calling her Clarisse – she’s always been a handful.  Always bucking authority.  Always thinking she knows everything when in fact, she knows absolutely nothing.  But I love her.  And have always taken care of her.  I can’t stop now.”  She heaved a heavy sigh.  “The dumb shit who knocked her up isn’t the only guy she’s ever shacked up with that was no good.  She got involved with a guy back in Danvers who ended up having another girlfriend on the side.  When Clarisse found out, she went a bit apeshit.  Instead of blaming the guy for being a two-timing jerk, she went after the girlfriend.  Tracked her down to the Liberty Tree Mall where she hauled off and punched her.  Knocked out a tooth.  I had to call in a few favors to get the girl to drop the charges.”  She sighed again.  “Sometimes I think I should have just let her go to jail.  Maybe that would have scared her enough to stop her life from going down the shitter.”  She shrugged.  “Ah well, too late for all of that.” 
 
    “That had to be some pretty powerful favors,” Cammie responded. 
 
    “I told you, my shop was pretty popular.  Had all sorts of people depending on my teas, from police officers all the way up the ladder to judges and local politicians.” 
 
    “None of them could protect you from your husband?” 
 
    “Maybe for a little while.  But not forever.  Just seemed easier to erase our existence and start fresh somewhere else.” 
 
    “Yet you’re still mailing your tea to some of these people.” 
 
    “I ain’t stupid.  A friend of mine has a post office box in Bangor.  We handle all transactions through him.  My old and new name never comes into the picture.”  
 
    “It must have hurt you that Clarisse has no interest in following your centuries-old family tradition of blending herbs.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I’ve tried teaching her, but she’s got the attention span of a fly.” 
 
    “Is it true you really believe you’re descended from one of the Salem Witch Trial victims,   Anne Pudeator?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “It’s interesting that you became friends with the one person who is descended from Reverend Samuel Parris.” 
 
    “Small world, isn’t it?”  
 
    Cammie had learned long ago to keep a suspect off kilter by dramatically changing the direction of an interrogation.  She watched Torri carefully as she asked, “When did you start using salvia timor?” 
 
    Torri jerked up her head and stared at Cammie for a long moment.  “Is that what killed Marcy and Todd?” 
 
    “Just answer my question, please.” 
 
    The large woman shook her head.  “No respectable herbalist worth their salt would ever use that stuff.  It’s too unpredictable and too dangerous.  I heal people. I don’t give them crazy ass visions.” 
 
    “So you’ve never used it.” 
 
    “Never have and never will.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who has?” 
 
    “It was making the rounds a few years back in the teenage crowd.  It was affordable and exotic.” 
 
    “Did Clarisse ever try it?” 
 
    Torri’s eyes narrowed.  “She did not,” she answered emphatically. 
 
    “You seem sure about that.” 
 
    “Look, my sister is no saint, I’ll grant you that.  But salvia timor?  Not her style.” 
 
    “Cocaine was more her style?” 
 
    Torri smiled slightly.  “Your talents really are wasted here, sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you kill Todd because you believed his ancestor killed your ancestor?” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “What about Marcy?  Why did you kill her?  Was she related to you too?” 
 
    Clarisse’s eyes flashed in rage.  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!”  She sat up and slammed her fist on the arm of the chair.  “Are you charging me with anything?” she seethed. “Because if you are, I want a lawyer right now.  If you’re not, I’m done here.  I’m not feeling well.  In fact, you better get me to Doc’s and you better hope I don’t lose this baby or I’ll sue the crap out of you, your sheriff and your whole worthless department for harassing a helpless pregnant woman.” 
 
    She struggled to get to her feet, and slapped Rick’s hand away when he tried to assist.  Waddling out of Cammie’s office, she burst into the conference/interrogation room. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” she announced.  “I’m feeling really sick.  You need to get me to Doc’s pronto.” 
 
    “It was nice chatting with you, Sheriff,” Torri said as she stood up. 
 
    “Right now, Torri!” Clarisse screeched. 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming.” 
 
    Grabbing Clarisse by the elbow, Torri helped her out the door.  Rick came up beside Cammie and watched them leave before turning to her. 
 
    “Clarisse used that salvia stuff,” he said.  
 
    “Did she admit to it?” 
 
    “Not in words.  But her body language screamed it.  I’ll bet my next paycheck that she used it, knows all about it and is somehow involved in what happened to Marcy and Todd.  I know I could have gotten her to say so, but she got spooked when I started asking about the salvia and the witch trials.  The only way to end the interrogation was to pretend she was sick.” 
 
    “She actually did look a little pale.” 
 
    Rick grunted.  “She’s guilty as all hell.  One way or another, I’m going to make her admit it to me.” 
 
      
 
    The sky was darkening and the night air frigid when Cammie arrived at Doc’s house just in time to find him flying out the front door.   
 
    “Just got the call Clarisse is in labor. She was here this afternoon and in a mood that puts other pregnant women to shame.  She blamed you and Rick for making her ill.  I told her she was dilating, but she insisted on going back to that trailer she lives in with her sister. There’s some leftovers on the stove top.”  He turned to go, then suddenly turned back, his finger in Cammie’s face.  “I expect to find my home still standing by the time I get back, so just use the microwave to heat up your supper.  Just in case, I put a fire extinguisher on either side of the stove.” 
 
     He rushed down the stairs, jumped into his vehicle and was about to pull away when he lowered the window and called out to her. 
 
    “One more thing.  The samples you got from your receptionist turned up nothing.”  
 
    Before she could respond, he was roaring down the driveway.  
 
    “Good-bye to you too,” she muttered as she watched him disappear down the road. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cammie was on her way out the door when it flew open and Doc swept in.  His eyes were bloodshot and he looked exhausted, but smiled when he saw her.  Having been subjected to his crankiness the last few weeks, she was grateful to see it. 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know Clarisse is now the mother of a healthy, bouncing baby girl.  She weighed seven pounds, four ounces and her name is Bella.” 
 
    “Then I don’t have to worry about her suing the department.” 
 
    “If her language was any indication during labor, I’d say that at the very least you and Rick are not at the top of her Christmas card list.” 
 
    Cammie grinned.  “I thought mothers usually curse out the father during labor.” 
 
    “Oh he was in there too.” 
 
    After peeling off his hat and coat, they entered the kitchen where Doc immediately set about making a carafe of coffee.  While he worked, Cammie shared the results of the interrogation. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t arrest her on body language alone.  But she sure acted guilty as hell when Rick brought up the salvia timor.” 
 
    “After observing the Jackson sisters all through the night, not to mention the last two months of Clarisse’s pregnancy, I’d have to say Torri is the one I’d be more concerned about.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Nothing fazes that woman.  Look up cool, calm and collected in the dictionary and you’d see her picture. If she is the one who spiked the teas, I could easily see her calculating how and when to do it.  Clarisse, on the other hand, is all emotion.  Now if Marcy or Todd had been bludgeoned, Clarisse would be your perpetrator.  She’s the type to act first and ask questions later.  If she’d even think of any questions to ask.”  He shook his head to himself.  “As it is, I can’t help but feel a bit sorry for baby Bella.  As soon as she was born, Clarisse handed her over to Torri.  Could care less about the little tyke.”  He sighed.  “At least Torri looks like she’ll be giving Bella all the love and attention she needs.” 
 
    Cammie nodded in agreement.  “I’ve gotten the impression Clarisse is all about Clarisse.” 
 
    “And then some.” 
 
    “There’s always the possibility Torri is covering for Clarisse.  It seems family is very important to Torri.  She’s already protected Clarisse from the assault and battery charges.  No reason to think she wouldn’t continue to protect her if Clarisse was the one who gave Todd and Marcy the salvia.” 
 
    “And you’re still convinced it’s one of them who administered the salvia?” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “They both knew Todd and Marcy.  They both know about salvia timor.  Torri makes her own tea and we know the salvia was put into tea.  We have no evidence that anyone else in their coven has made tea, or has even heard of salvia timor.  So unless there’s an underground community here in Twin Ponds that takes salvia for spiritual, recreational, or any other reason, I come back to them.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope they make a mistake before someone else suffers from its effects.  Want some coffee?”  
 
    “Is it that mud you like to drink?” 
 
    Doc rolled his eyes in sorrow.  “You can take the woman out of Twin Ponds, but you can’t take Twin Ponds out of the woman.” 
 
    Cammie offered him a wide smile.  “And thank God for that small miracle.” 
 
      
 
    Driving to HQ, Cammie tried once again to get a search warrant from Judge Drury, but without any real evidence to go on, he refused.  She and Rick spent the morning watching the tapes of their interrogation with Clarisse and Torri, searching for anything that might crack the case, but after reviewing it until their eyes grew blurry, they had no choice but to give up.   
 
    “I was so close,” Rick declared in frustration.  “Just a few more minutes and I would have had her.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, if it is Torri or Clarisse, they’ll be busy with the new baby, so we don’t need to worry about any more deaths or crazy visions at least for a little while.”  She turned and offered Rick a smile.  “By the way, when did you become such an intense interrogator?  The last person you interrogated was Abigail Atkins and she ended up having you in tears when she told you her sob story about why she stole her neighbor’s snowmobile.” 
 
    Rick shrugged sheepishly.  “Yeah, well, she did tell a good tale.  I bet she would have had even you in tears.” 
 
    Cammie doubted it.  She’d seen more than her share of women like Abigail who knew exactly how to strike the right note of pathos to get her way.  In the end, Cammie arrested her anyway, but had to drop the charges when Mercy returned the snowmobile and somehow convinced its owner it had been his fault she’d stolen it.   
 
    “You’ve been watching reruns of Law and Order again, haven’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Lars always has it on his TV in the Emporium.  What else am I supposed to do while I’m waiting for him to get my mail?” 
 
    “Well, keep it up.  You were very good.  In fact, maybe next time, we’ll play good cop/bad cop.  I’ll let you be the bad guy.” 
 
    “Cool!  I don’t mind being the bad boy.  Women love that.” 
 
    “As if you need any help in that department.”  
 
      
 
    The next few weeks were quiet, with the occasional fender bender or drunk and disorderly to keep Cammie and Rick busy.  Thankfully, there were no more dramatic incidents involving salvia timor.  If anyone in town was using it, they seemed to know what they were doing, or at least locking themselves up to prevent any unwanted attention, especially from the sheriff’s department. 
 
    Cammie occasionally saw Torri about town, noticing she always had Bella with her.  Just as Doc had predicted, Clarisse appeared to have no interest in her baby, or at least didn’t like the idea of stepping outside the trailer with her.   
 
    Torri always greeted Cammie cordially, apparently having no ill will over the interrogation. Despite her better judgment, Cammie found herself admiring Torri’s aplomb.  Doc was right.  Nothing fazed that woman.  Not even Cammie’s suspicions that she might be a murderer.   
 
    Having had no sight of Clarisse since the interrogation almost a month before, the next time Cammie saw Torri, she asked, “How is Clarisse?  Has she recovered from the birth?” 
 
    They were in the Emporium.  Torri was picking up a box of diapers while Cammie was picking up a special delivery box for Doc.  He’d put in an order for his special Ethiopian blend of coffee and Cammie had to promise she’d bring it straight back to his cabin after picking it up.  Knowing it cost him about the same amount as her monthly salary, she would not relax until she put it right into his hands. 
 
    Torri cooed to the baby as she bounced her up and down in her arms.  “You may not have noticed it, but Clarisse is pretty vain about her looks.  Said she won’t leave the trailer until she gets her figure back.”  She turned and gave Cammie an impenetrable look.  “Nothing more on who may have given Todd and Marcy the salvia timor?” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Cammie saw Lars lean so far over the counter in order to overhear their conversation that he risked toppling over.  She knew she’d have to do something to stop him from spreading that information all over Twin Ponds and beyond. 
 
    Turning her attention back to Torri, she forced a smile on her face.  “I never said they were given salvia timor.” 
 
    Torri chuckled.  “Well, I hope you catch whoever it was who didn’t give them that stuff.  You don’t mess with the shit.” 
 
    She paid for the diapers and waved to Cammie.  “Have a good day, Sheriff.” 
 
    “You too,” Cammie responded as she watched Torri leave the store. 
 
    “She sure does love that baby,” Lars said after Torri had left.  “She doesn’t make a move without her.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen Clarisse around at all, have you?” 
 
    “Nope.  It’s always Torri.”  Lars turned his large blue eyes on Cammie.  “Now tell me.  What is this salvia timor she was talking about?  That some kind of new street drug?  I’ve been reading all about that stuff on the internet.  It’s got weird names like krokodil and wax and molly.  Sure would hate to see those drugs up this way, no sir.” 
 
    With the Emporium running a close second behind Zee’s as gossip central, Cammie knew she had to head him off somehow.  She decided to take advantage of his knowledge. 
 
    “Actually Lars, I was going to talk to you about that.”  She came around the counter and lowered her voice even though there was no one else in the Emporium at the moment.  “Knowing how much you care about Twin Ponds, and how connected you are to everyone, I was going to ask for your help.” 
 
    She saw his chest puff out through his flannel shirt.  “Anything you need, Sheriff.  I’m here.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on.  Now you can’t say a word to anyone.  The people who deal in these drugs are dangerous.  They wouldn’t think twice about taking you out if they even suspect you know anything about these street drugs, including their names.”  Lars eyes widened in trepidation.  “All you have to do is keep your ear to the pavement.  That’s it.  Everyone in Clarke County comes in your store.  If you hear anything at all, call me.  You have my cell number.  In fact, for doing this important work, you can consider yourself a member of my police force.  All on the hush hush, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” 
 
    “Now remember.  Don’t call attention to yourself. Don’t try to make an arrest.  Don’t do anything out of the ordinary. Just do what you normally do.  Watch your TV and listen to what the customers have to say.” 
 
    Lars saluted her.  “You can depend on me, Sheriff.” 
 
    Cammie slapped Lars on the arm.  “Your community will be eternally indebted to you, Deputy Landry.” 
 
    It wasn’t until she was outside that she breathed a sigh of relief.   She hoped that would keep Lars from mentioning what he’d overheard.  She just hoped she hadn’t created a monster who now had free rein to eavesdrop on everyone’s conversations.   
 
      
 
    The clock was just striking five when Emmy called it a day.  Cammie was long gone and Rick had just left for another of his hot dates, though as far as Emmy knew, they were all hot dates.  
 
    Maybe someday he and I will have a hot date. 
 
    She giggled at the prospect.  No matter what she and Rick did, if it ever got to that point, it would be hot.  Even sitting next to him in his car would be hot. 
 
    Shutting down her computer, she hummed aloud as she threw on her coat.  It was Friday night – movie night at Lydia’s.  Tonight they were watching her all-time favorite movie ‘Hocus Pocus’ and she couldn’t wait.  It was Beth and Lydia’s favorite movie too and she looked forward to sitting on the couch, eating the lasagna she’d made especially for tonight, and reciting the dialogue aloud with her friends.  
 
    Even though Beth’s apartment was within walking distance of Lydia’s, in these subzero temperatures, Emmy always picked her up and drove her over.  Anxious to let her know she was on her way, she dug her cell phone out of her pocketbook.  Just as she was about to speed dial Beth’s number, the phone jingled.  The display said it was Beth calling. 
 
    “Wow, you must be psychic,” Emmy laughed as she answered.  “I was about to call you—“ 
 
    “I’m not going tonight,” Beth replied abruptly.  Emmy immediately noted the tension in her friend’s voice. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    “I’m not feeling well.  I’ve had a headache all day and I think I’m coming down with a cold.” 
 
    “Do you want me to bring you one of Torri’s teas--” Emmy started to joke, only to be interrupted by a slightly wild laugh. 
 
    “Torri’s maybe.  Definitely not Clarisse’s though. Look, I’m just going to get into my favorite pajamas and chill.  Have fun tonight. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Clarisse?  I didn’t think she cared about making tea--” 
 
    It took a moment for Emmy to realize she was talking to dead air.  She stared at the phone for a moment before shoving it back into her pocket. 
 
    What a strange phone call.  She’d never seen or heard Beth upset.  She always seemed so, well, the only way to describe it was she always seemed so balanced.  She appeared to be the last person to be upset by anything. 
 
    And obviously something had upset her. 
 
    Emmy immediately thought about calling Cammie, but what would she tell her? That her girlfriend had a headache?  The information about Clarisse making tea could certainly wait until the morning.  Even if she did call Cammie and tell her, there was nothing the sheriff could do about it. 
 
    She retrieved the lasagna from the small fridge near the coffee maker, and turned off the lights, leaving on the twinkle lights from the Easter tree she’d just started decorating that morning.  After locking the front door, she let herself out the back, locking that behind her.  As she climbed into her jeep, she thought it wouldn’t hurt to drive by Beth’s place and check in on her before continuing on to Lydia’s.  That’s what friends did for each other.  She knew Beth would do the same for her. 
 
     
 
    Although spring was just around the corner, the cold temperatures refused to give up their hold just yet. After stopping by the Emporium to pick up some over the counter cold remedies for Beth, it took an additional ten minutes for Emmy to pry herself away from an unusually talkative Lars.  He kept going on about street drugs and how important it was to be vigilant. Emmy had no clue what he was talking about, finally deciding he’d OD’ed on all those Law and Order episodes he was always watching.   
 
    A light snow was falling as Emmy pulled up to Beth’s garden style apartment.  Each building housed three units; the ground floor was a one bedroom apartment, the first floor had two bedrooms and the top floor boasted three.  Both Lydia and Beth lived on the ground floor to take advantage of the cheaper rent.  
 
    It had only taken Emmy ten minutes to arrive from HQ, barely time for the car to heat up.  She was therefore shivering when she got out her jeep and started up the walkway.  Beth’s car was in the driveway, and the curtains were drawn in the front window, though a sliver of light peeked through.  She rang the doorbell and waited.  When there was no answer, she knocked.  Again, there was no answer. 
 
    Emmy turned the knob and entered. “Beth?  It’s Emmy.  I just wanted to make sure you didn’t need anything before I went over to Lydia’s.” 
 
    The house greeted her with an ungodly silence. 
 
    Emmy’s heart instantly began to beat fiercely.  She couldn’t explain it, but something didn’t feel right.  Her first instinct was to call Cammie, but once again, she hesitated.  She’d been watching so many horror movies with Lydia and Beth lately, it was entirely possible her imagination was on overload.  She’d just step into the living room and if Beth wasn’t there, she’d leave.  Of course it was always possible Beth was asleep.  Whenever Emmy felt a cold coming on, she took that medicine that knocked her out cold for 24 hours.  It was also possible Beth had changed her mind and, despite the frigid temperatures, walked over to Lydia’s.  
 
    Taking a deep breath and ignoring the clanging warning bells going off in her head, Emmy gingerly entered the living room. 
 
    Then she began to scream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie and Jace were seated on the large rock on the shore of Lake Waban, catching their breath after a quick game of pick-up.   It had been close, with each almost scoring a goal, but being thwarted at the last minute.  These games had done wonders for Cammie’s stamina.  Her exhaustion was gone, the flexibility in her shoulder almost back to normal.  By month’s end, she could see herself returning to work full time.  Which meant returning to her cabin. 
 
    Which meant making a decision about where Jace fit into her life.   
 
    Damn it, Cammie.  Just make up your mind.  Stop dithering. 
 
    When she opened her mouth to speak, another thought abruptly stepped in and pushed what she was thinking of saying into the background. 
 
    “Look, I know this is going to sound weird, but I need to drive down Notch Road,” she heard herself say.  And hated herself when she sighed with relief for not saying what she’d originally planned to say. 
 
    Jace looked over to her.  “Care for some company?” 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded.  “I know I’m being a bit of a weenie.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up. If I saw what you saw, I’d be quivering under the bed right now, holding onto a teddy bear and screaming, ‘Mommy.’” 
 
    Cammie didn’t believe him for one second.  Jace was pretty tough when he needed to be.  But she appreciated his comment all the same. 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, they were slowly cruising down the deserted road.  All thought of moving back to her cabin and making up her mind about Jace was forgotten as the memory of what had happened on Notch Road roared forth.  She found herself unconsciously holding her breath, and she didn’t realize how tightly she’d been grasping the steering wheel until Jace leaned over and gently placed his hand over hers. She let out her breath and loosened her grip.     
 
    The forest was pitch black, the only light coming from the snow on either side of the road.  If it weren’t for the high beams, they wouldn’t see the light snow gently falling.  She knew she’d have to drive out here alone to really get over the trauma, but with Jace here, it was at least a start. 
 
    They were halfway down the road, and she was just starting to relax when she caught a reflection in her high beams.  Her heart automatically started to pound. 
 
    Dear God.  Please tell me it’s not another Giwakwa.  
 
    “That looks like a coyote,” Jace replied as he leaned forward and squinted through the windscreen. 
 
    Thank goodness.  So he sees it too. 
 
    “Actually there are two of them.  Looks like they’re dragging something in their mouths.” 
 
    Cammie slowed down.  When they got closer, she brought the vehicle to a stop. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked as they both peered out the window at the two coyotes.  They each had an end and were pulling it between themselves, the air punctuated with their growling and snarling.  
 
    “I can’t tell,” Jace replied.  “It’s obviously some kind of carrion, but it’s too dark to make out what they have.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s part of a deer.” 
 
    Jace opened the glove compartment and took out a flashlight.  He lowered the window and shone the light onto the animals. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he suddenly gasped.  “It looks like--”  
 
    He turned and stared wide eyed at Cammie.  She met his gaze, her mouth stretched into a thin line.  In a swift movement, she brought her hand under her seat and came up with a pistol.  She handed it to Jace. 
 
    “Cover me.” 
 
    “Wait!  You’re not going out there with two wild coyotes fighting over--” 
 
    “I need to make sure it’s what we think it is.” 
 
    She withdrew her own weapon.  “I’ll shoot off some warning shots.  That should scare them off.” 
 
    “They’re hungry,” Jace pointed out.   
 
    She met his eye.  “Then we shoot to kill.  I’ll get out first.  After I fire, if they don’t leave, you come out.” 
 
    Jace nodded.  Cammie climbed out of the Explorer and leaned against the warm hood, keeping the vehicle between her and the coyotes.  
 
    Although the warmer weather was only a few weeks away, the animals had spent a long, cold winter foraging for food wherever they could find it.  Cammie had no idea when the coyotes had last eaten, but she prayed it had been recent enough that they would let go of whatever they had.   
 
    Aiming at the large tree to the left of the animals, she fired two warning shots into its bark, scattering bits of wood onto the coyotes. One of them, the smaller of the two, bared its teeth at Cammie, but turned and loped back into the forest. 
 
    “Come on, buddy.  I don’t want to have to kill you,” she said aloud as she aimed her pistol once more towards the tree nearest the larger coyote and fired another shot.   
 
    Its echo reverberated throughout the clear, night air.  He too bared his teeth at Cammie and growled, but when she aimed a fourth time at a tree right next to him, he turned and fled into the forest. 
 
    At this point, Jace got out of the Explorer. 
 
    “He may be waiting for you to leave before he comes back,” he replied. 
 
    Cammie nodded.  Carefully, and with all senses on alert, they picked their way over the mound of snow brought up by the plow.  The snow on the other side came up to their thighs, slowing them down.  Jace constantly canvassed the area with the flashlight, his pistol at the ready.  They didn’t need an ambush from the wild predators. 
 
    They finally reached the object the coyotes had dropped.  Jace let out an expletive while Cammie whipped out her phone.  First she called Rick, then she dialed Doc. 
 
    “Doc, I need you out here on Notch Road ASAP.  Jace and I found the remains of a human arm.” 
 
      
 
    Notch Road was no longer menacing.  Not with Cammie’s blue lights flashing and the beams of various vehicles, including those of the Forensics team, gathered about. 
 
    She’d called in the part time deputies, and a group of men who habitually helped in search efforts whenever a visitor to Twin Ponds’ great white north became lost.  With Rick supervising one group and one of the deputies the other, they, along with Jace who had elected to join Rick, were now searching the woods, trying their best to follow the paw prints left by the coyotes.  They knew whoever the arm belonged to was probably dead, but they hoped to keep their remains from being chewed on any further. 
 
    After examining the arm, Doc carefully bagged it and stood up.  
 
    “The fingers are missing, probably eaten by the coyotes, but I’d venture to guess the arm belongs to a female.  The clothing that’s left appears to be part of a flannel pajama.  There’s also some sort of grease on the material that I can’t quite identify.” 
 
    “What would a woman wearing flannel pajamas be doing out here?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. I’ll get this back to my lab and do a thorough investigation.  There might be an identifying tattoo or something else that might tell us who this is.”  
 
    Contrary to his usual excitement whenever there was a puzzle to be figured out, especially in his role as county medical examiner, Cammie noticed how tired Doc seemed.  There was definitely something eating away at him.  Debating whether she should mention it, the decision was put aside when her cellphone rang. She flipped it open, listened for a few minutes, asked a few questions, then hung up. 
 
    “Shit and double shit,” she muttered before hurrying over to Doc. 
 
    “I just got a phone call from Emmy. She went over a girlfriend’s house tonight and found the place a mess.  She says it looks as though a struggle took place.  The friend is missing; her name is Beth Davis.  When I described the design on the pajamas found on the arm, she confirmed Beth owns an identical pair.  They were supposed to go to a third woman’s house, a Lydia Costas.  Unfortunately, there’s no answer at her house either.”  She gazed intently at Doc.  “The two women are part of Torri’s group.  I don’t know Doc, but I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
    The living room was in complete disarray.  Couch cushions were pulled up, lamps were shattered on the floor, knick-knacks were strewn about and the coffee table was lying on its side.   
 
    “I made sure not to touch anything,” Emmy replied as she and the sheriff surveyed the damage.  “I checked the bedroom and bathroom, but she’s not here.  However, look at this.” 
 
    She led Cammie into the kitchen where a coffee mug lay smashed on the floor, the remains of its contents oozing in various little streams across the linoleum. Cammie bent down and sniffed.  Her face showed her surprise and dismay.  “It smells like salvia timor.  I’d know that old socks odor anywhere.” 
 
     “When Beth called me to cancel tonight, I mentioned getting her some of Torri’s teas for her cold and headache.  Don’t worry,” she quickly added when she saw the look of horror on Cammie’s face.  “They don’t know you suspect Torri and Clarisse of putting salvia timor in the teas.  I was really just kind of making a joke. Anyway, she laughed and said Torri’s teas maybe, but definitely not Clarisse’s.”  
 
    “Clarisse?” Cammie questioned.  “Torri made it clear her sister doesn’t make teas.”   
 
     “You know, Sheriff, you’ve told me we’re not supposed to jump to conclusions without evidence, but maybe Clarisse really is the one using the salvia timor.  Maybe Clarisse gave Beth the salvia, pretending it was one of Torri’s regular teas.” 
 
    Cammie stood up. “We need to keep our focus or we’ll be going off in twenty different directions.  Now tell me, are you’re sure the pajamas I described to you match a pair that Beth owns?” 
 
    “We’ve occasionally had sleep overs at Lydia’s and Beth always wears those pj’s.  She says they’re her favorites.  I can check her bedroom dresser if you want.”  Cammie withdrew a pair of latex gloves and handed them to Emmy.  While the young woman went on her errand, she continued to gaze down at the salvia on the floor, her mind jumping to various conclusions – none of them good.  A few moments later Emmy returned.  “I checked all the drawers.  I even looked in her dirty clothes hamper, but they’re gone.”  Emmy gazed at Cammie.  “What’s so significant about those pajamas?” 
 
    Cammie hesitated.  Emmy was pale, but obviously holding up under the stressful circumstances.  However, she knew the next piece of news was going to be devastating.  She rested her hand on Emmy’s shoulder and gently told her what had been discovered in the woods. 
 
    Emmy’s hand flew to her mouth and she closed her eyes tightly as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I – I can’t believe it,” she whispered as Cammie gathered her into her arms and held the weeping woman.  “Oh God, what if she drank the tea and ran screaming into the night like Todd and the coyotes found her and--” She couldn’t finish. 
 
    “You’ve had enough for one night.  I’ll take you home.  We can get your jeep in the morning.” 
 
     “No,” she replied as she pulled away and angrily wiped the tears away with the back of her coat sleeve.  “Beth and Lydia are my friends.  I have to know what happened to them.”  
 
    Cammie took out her cellphone and notified Forensics of another potential crime scene. They then secured the apartment before driving the short distance to Lydia’s.  Arriving in front of the building, Emmy glanced out the windshield and gasped.  
 
     “Oh no.  Lydia’s car is missing.” 
 
    Climbing out of the Explorer, they walked up to the front door.  Cammie knocked several times and rang the doorbell.  When there was no response, she pushed open the unlocked door and entered.  Emmy hesitated, terrified of what she might find. But she knew she had to face whatever was on the other side of the door.  Throwing back her shoulders, she followed the sheriff inside. 
 
    To her relief, Lydia’s place was immaculately neat.  The DVD version of ‘Hocus Pocus’ was on the coffee table, awaiting the arrival of the get-together that was never going to happen.   
 
    “Lydia, it’s Sheriff Farnsworth and Emmy.  Are you here?” 
 
    There was no answer.  Cammie took out two pairs of latex gloves from her parka pocket and handed one pair to Emmy.  “Let’s take a look around.  Maybe Lydia left something that could tell us where she went.  While you’re at it, keep an eye out for anything that even remotely looks like loose tea.” 
 
    The two women scoured the apartment.  Finding nothing, they re-entered the living room.  Cammie carefully scanned the room once more.  Just as she was about to give up, she noticed what looked like a book binding peeking out from beneath the sofa.  Going over, she pulled it out.   
 
    “Have you ever seen this before?” she asked Emmy.   
 
    The young woman’s eyes immediately widened in shock.  “That’s a Book of Shadows.  The three of us were just talking about this last month.” 
 
    Peering over Cammie’s shoulder, the two women studied the volume.  
 
    It was a leather bound book, aged and looking very much used.  On the flaking cover were the words ‘Liber Vindictae’ in faded gold.  Carefully opening up to the first page, they saw a long list of names written in different handwritings on the front page.  At the very bottom, written in vivid red ink, was the name ‘Bonnie Wallis.’ 
 
    “That’s Torri’s real name, isn’t it?” Emmy asked. Cammie nodded.  “During our conversation, Lydia said she’d seen such a book.  She was terrified of the powerful spells it contained and of its owner.”  
 
    “Did she actually say who the owner was?” 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  “She was too afraid.  But it was obvious to all of us who owned it.” 
 
    “Do me a favor and look up what Liber Vindictae means.” 
 
    While Emmy searched the internet on her cell phone, Cammie flipped through the delicate pages.  Nearing the back of the book, one of the pages caught her attention.  Opening to it, Cammie audibly gasped. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” she muttered. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Cammie showed Emmy the page that had caught her attention.  The young woman sucked in her breath.  “It’s a recipe to make tea using salvia timor.” 
 
    The sheriff nodded grimly.  “Torri swore she never used the stuff, yet here it is in her Book of Shadows.  If Lydia was frightened of this book, how did it come into her possession?  And did that have something to do with hers and Beth’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Maybe this will tell us.”  Emmy held up her cellphone.  “According to the translator, Liber Vindictae means Book of Revenge.”  The two women exchanged worried glances.  “Why would Clarisse want to hurt Beth and Lydia? I mean, she pretty much ignored all of us whenever we went over.” 
 
    “You’re sure you never mentioned the salvia timor to your friends?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t! I never mention what goes on at HQ, not even to my own mother.” 
 
    “It’s entirely possible they may have heard about it from Clarisse.  She’s not exactly a model of discretion. However Lydia came to possess this book, once she saw the recipe for the salvia timor tea, she may have put two and two together.  Especially if her best friend ended up drinking some.”  
 
    Emmy’s eyes brimmed with tears.  “This is all so…so diabolical!”   
 
    “I know this is painful, but is there anyone we need to notify?” 
 
    “Beth’s parents died a few years ago.  She was a change of life baby so her parents were already pretty old when she was born.  Lydia’s parents live about three blocks from here.” 
 
    “I’ll drive you back to your car before I go to see Mr. and Mrs. Costas.” 
 
     “She was my friend.  I want to go with you.” 
 
    “Emmy…” 
 
    “Please Sheriff,” she pleaded. “I need to go.” 
 
      
 
    After bagging the book, Cammie and Emmy drove the short distance to Lydia’s parents.   
 
    The house was a small ranch and the inside was immaculate.  
 
    “Now I know where Lydia got her neat freakiness from,” Emmy whispered as they sat down in the living room across from Mr. and Mrs. Costas. 
 
     “We’re sorry to bother you, but we were wondering if you know where Lydia is?” Cammie began. 
 
    Mrs. Costas was a tall, thin woman, with the same blonde colored hair as her daughter.  She was seated on the couch with Mr. Costas, a bespectacled scholarly type.  They were holding hands and at Cammie’s words, both looked worried. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mr. Costas asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Beth is missing.  When Emmy called Lydia to see if she knew anything, she discovered Lydia missing as well.  We’ve just been to her apartment.  Nothing looks disturbed, but her car is gone.  And we found this.” 
 
    She held out the bagged book.  The Costas’ looked at it in bewilderment. 
 
    “I’ve never seen that before,” Mrs. Costas replied.  Her husband agreed. 
 
    “It was found under her couch.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.  Lydia is an impeccable housekeeper.  She takes after me in that respect.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where she would go on a Friday evening that she had planned with Beth and Emmy?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” Mrs. Costas admitted.  She hesitated, as if trying to make up her mind to say anything further.  After a few moments, she said, “She has been acting strange the last few days.” 
 
     “In what way?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Just not herself.  A mother knows these things.  She didn’t seem as happy and perky as she usually is.  I asked her what was wrong, but she’d always tell me the same thing.  ‘I’m fine, Mother, really.’”  Mrs. Costas wiped a tear from her eye.  “I should have been more firm with her.  I should have insisted she tell me.  Frankly I’m surprised she’s not at home.  I know how much she looks forward to movie night with her friends.” 
 
    Mr. Costas cleared his throat.  “Actually, Lydia came by here around four o’clock today.  Hon, you were at the Emporium.” 
 
    “Did she say anything?” 
 
    Like his wife, Mr. Costas hesitated a moment before answering.  Cammie saw from the expression on his face that he was battling internally whether he should say something.  She hoped patience would win in the end so she remained silent.  It was Mrs. Costas who pushed the issue. 
 
    “Well, what did she say?  Maybe it will tell us where she went.” 
 
    “She dropped off a lace tablecloth that you promised to repair for her.  She looked out of sorts, so I asked her if anything was wrong.  She gave me a hug and said that she had to right a wrong.” 
 
    Emmy and Cammie exchanged glances.  “Are those her exact words?” Cammie questioned. 
 
    “Yes.  And before you ask, I don’t have a clue what she meant by that.  I tried to get her to explain, but she laughed it off, saying, ‘oh Daddy, you know how dramatic I get sometimes.’  Then she left.”  He looked across the table at Emmy.  “You two are close.  She didn’t say anything to you?” 
 
    Emmy shook her head.  
 
    Cammie stood up.  “It’s imperative that if you hear from either Lydia or Beth, you let me know ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    When they were back in her Explorer, Emmy asked, “Why didn’t you tell them the truth about Beth?” 
 
    “Because the arm hasn’t been positively identified yet.” 
 
    “But you think it’s her.” 
 
    Cammie paused, then nodded.  “Yes, I do.” 
 
    Emmy remained silent for a moment before forcing herself to ask the question she wasn’t sure she really wanted an answer for.  Nevertheless, she needed to ask. 
 
    “You think Clarisse did this, don’t you? Whatever wrong Lydia was going to right may have sealed hers and Beth’s fate.” 
 
    Cammie took her time answering.  “Our priority right now is finding Lydia and--” she added grimly, “finding what’s left of Beth.  If it is indeed Beth.” 
 
    After asking Emmy to return to the office and put out an APB on the two missing women and Lydia’s missing vehicle, a silence ensued between the two as they, in their own way, processed the events of that evening.   
 
    After dropping Emmy off at her jeep, Cammie tried to interview neighbors, but to her surprise, she found that the majority of the apartments were empty.  The only occupied homes were at the entrance to the small complex, away from where Beth and Lydia lived.  It took her a moment to remember that the apartments were meant to be rented out by the week by the outdoorsmen that Mayor Bill Barnes hoped to attract to Twin Ponds.  The only way to make his investment feasible was to rent out a few apartments on a long term basis.   
 
    By the time she returned to Beth’s house, there were several more vehicles parked there.  Forensics had arrived.   
 
    Cammie called Rick and advised him to call off the search in the forest until morning.  Temperatures were plunging, and she didn’t need anyone getting frostbitten.  After asking him to get to Beth’s apartment to supervise the collection of evidence, Cammie took the book and headed straight to Torri’s.  
 
    Arriving close to ten pm, she banged on the trailer door.  A few minutes later, an obviously half asleep Torri answered the door. 
 
    “Where’s Clarisse?” Cammie asked abruptly. 
 
    Torri looked at her as if unable to understand the question.  Then she shook her head. 
 
    “She’s gone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie pushed her way past Torri and quickly searched the trailer.  Torri was right.  Clarisse was gone. 
 
    By the time she returned to the living room, Torri was sitting on the couch, quietly watching her. 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “She needed a break.  Bella is a very fussy baby who hasn’t yet learned that night time is for sleeping, not screaming.  As it is, I only got her to sleep about a half hour ago, so I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your voice down.  Clarisse was jumping out of her skin, so I suggested she go visit her friends in Bangor for a few days.” 
 
    “When did she leave?” 
 
    “A couple of days ago.  Why are you asking all these questions?” 
 
     “Does Clarisse have any salvia timor in her possession?” 
 
    “I told you, she doesn’t do that shit.” 
 
    “We found salvia timor tea in Beth’s apartment.  We also found a Book of Shadows that belongs to you in Lydia’s apartment.  The two women are now missing.  Do you still want to tell me that your sister isn’t involved somehow?” 
 
    Torri slowly rolled up off the couch and faced the sheriff.  “You think Clarisse had something to do with Lydia and Beth disappearing?” 
 
    “It’s either you or her.  While you’re at it, you can also explain to me why there’s a recipe in your Book of Shadows on how to prepare salvia timor tea.” 
 
    “Shit,” Torri muttered. 
 
    Cammie folded her arms across her chest and glared at Torri. 
 
    “That book has been handed down for generations in my family.  It went missing a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “If it was that important, why didn’t you report it missing?” 
 
    “Because I kept hoping it would be returned. I had a feeling Lydia had taken it one of the last times she and Beth were here, more out of curiosity than anything else.” 
 
    “And the salvia timor recipe?” 
 
    “A colleague of mine back in Danvers went to Mexico and came back with salvia seeds, as well as the recipe to make a tea out of it.  I don’t expect you to believe me, but even though I jotted down the recipe in my book, I never used it and never intended to.” 
 
    “Then why write it down at all?” 
 
    “Because my friend swore by it.  And even though I’d never make it, it doesn’t mean someone down the line couldn’t benefit from it.” 
 
    “I need the number where Clarisse is staying.” 
 
    “I don’t know where she is, or who she’s with.  I’m sure it won’t surprise you when I say we don’t exactly travel in the same circles. She just told me she’d be back in a few days.” 
 
    “Why don’t I believe you?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Torri lifted her shoulders.  “I’m sorry about that, Sheriff.  But I’m telling you, Clarisse had nothing to do with Beth and Lydia’s disappearance.  Neither did I.  Shit, as it is, I’m glued to that baby for now.” 
 
    “Stay in Twin Ponds.  And as soon as your sister gets back, have her contact my office.” 
 
    Sweeping past Torri, she let herself out of the trailer. 
 
    Climbing into her Explorer, she tried not to let frustration swamp her.  She knew Torri wasn’t telling her the whole truth, but short of throwing her in jail, she couldn’t force her to talk. She had no choice but to let it go for now and concentrate all her efforts on trying to find Lydia. 
 
    She called Emmy and instructed her to put out an APB on Clarisse.  Just as she was about to hang up, a memory clicked into place. 
 
    “Say Em, did you put out the APB on Lydia’s car?” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “Can you give me her license plate number?” 
 
    Emmy rattled off a number.  Cammie repeated it a few times before hanging up.  She clicked on the recorder on her cell and listened to her voice recite the license plate of the car she’d seen pull up to Torri’s trailer in what seemed like a thousand years ago.  She wasn’t surprised when the two numbers matched. 
 
    Amidst all the lies and half-truths she’d been getting from Torri lately, at least this time the woman had told her the truth.    
 
    I guess miracles can happen. 
 
    She returned to Beth’s apartment, taking over from Rick after she ordered him to go home.  She needed him well rested to take up the search for Beth’s remains in the morning. 
 
    It wasn’t until nearly dawn that she arrived at Doc’s house.  Thankfully he was asleep, sparing her from any lectures.  Climbing into bed, she deliberately pushed away the memories of interviewing Beth and Lydia, of their young faces and a long future she thought they would have.   
 
    The thought of lives cut short, no matter the age, had the potential to crush her.  But as a police officer, she’d seen too many lives cut short.  If she dwelled on any of them, she knew she’d be useless.  And right now, she needed all her wits about her if she had any chance of finding the two women.  With this thought in mind, she drifted off to a few hours sleep before she was up and out the door again.   
 
    With the sun just climbing over the horizon, the part-time deputies, who were expert huntsmen and trackers, started the search again, this time joined by Jace and several townspeople who’d heard the awful news that Beth and Lydia were missing.  Cammie broke them up into small groups to cover more ground.  Joining one of the groups herself, they were about to set out when her cellphone rang.  It was Doc.  Expecting an argument about her long hours, she was unprepared by his words. 
 
    “I found out what the oily substance was on the pajama sleeve.  It’s bacon grease.  You know what this means, don’t you?”   
 
    Cammie’s stomach clenched as she slowly let the breath out of her lungs.  “I do.  The odor of bacon grease will attract more predators.”  She shook her head as she looked out over the white laden forest.  “We’ll be lucky if we find anything left of Beth Davis.”   
 
      
 
    Coyotes are territorial.  Depending on food source, it isn’t unusual for a male coyote to wander 40 square miles in search of food, while females stay within 8 miles of their territory.  Taking that into account, the teams spread out, following any and all coyote tracks.  By noontime, Cammie received the call that Rick and his crew had finally found what remained of the body several miles inland from Notch Road.  They’d had to fire their weapons several times to disperse the pack of coyotes still devouring the corpse.  It took Cammie an additional hour to arrive.  When she did, she took in the scene and involuntarily retched.  It took all her efforts not to lose her breakfast. 
 
    The body had been eviscerated; the snow obscenely saturated with dark crimson pools and streaks.  The face had been chewed off, making identification impossible.  The other arm was intact, though the hand was missing.  The limbs that were left were wearing the same pajamas as that on the arm they’d found the night before.  The hair had been torn off in places, though, through the blood and gore, they were still able to see that the victim had been blonde.  Within the strands of hair were white globules.  Cammie forced herself to approach, taking one of the globules between her gloved fingers.  Crushing it, she brought it up to her nose.   
 
    “What’s that?”  Rick asked as he and Jace approached.  
 
    “Bacon grease,” she replied as she slowly stood up.  The two men took a step back in revulsion.   
 
    “Jesus!” Rick exclaimed.  “That’s – that’s sick!” 
 
    “Although we don’t know who this is yet, I’ve begun to think of her as Beth Davis.  I only hope to God she was already dead when she was dumped in the forest.” 
 
    Rick visibly shuddered.  “I hope so too.  She never would have stood a chance with a pack of ravenous coyotes attracted by the scent of bacon lathered all over her.”  He shook his head to himself.  “Who the hell does something like this?” 
 
    “What better way to dispose of evidence than to have nature dispose of it for you? The bacon grease was an added incentive to make sure nature did the killer’s work for them.  If Jace and I hadn’t been driving down Notch Road when we were, it’s probable Beth would never have been found.” 
 
    Taking out her radio, Cammie called one of the deputies still out on the main road and asked him to arrange to have Doc brought out to the scene.  She also requested Forensics be informed.   
 
    “Rick, I’m going to need you and some of your men to remain here and make sure the coyotes stay away.”  She next turned to two men standing near Rick.  Mosley Cavanaugh and Peter Bingham were two of Twin Ponds’ best trackers.  They were both in their 50’s and had assisted Cammie’s department in the past when searching for lost hikers in Clarke County’s thick forests.  “I need you to help me find out where the body was initially dumped.  There’s no way the killer would have carried her body this far into the forest.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll come with you as well,” Jace spoke up. 
 
    Reeling from the callousness of what had been done to Beth, Cammie was glad of his company. She nodded and the group immediately set out. 
 
    As the miles stretched out in a sea of deep white snow, she grew cold and tired as she followed the three men through the forest, but she pushed through her discomfort.  What kept her going was the memory of the scene she’d just left.  No one deserved that kind of fate; just the thought of it made her stomach churn in anger.   
 
    Was Clarisse capable of something like this?  She had a temper, something even her sister admitted to.  And she was certainly capable of violence – the charge of assault was ample proof of that.   The timing of her leaving for Bangor also added up to making her more suspect.  But what was the trigger?  Was Clarisse afraid Lydia was going to rat her out? And because Beth and Lydia were so close, had Lydia told Beth what she was about to do, inadvertently condemning Beth to such a horrific death?  Whatever happened between the three women had resulted in an act so sickening, she knew she would never forget it for as long as she lived.   
 
    The questions continued rolling around in her head as she tried her best to keep up with the men.  
 
    After hiking a few more miles, they found where the tracks of the coyotes and the unmistakable trail of something being dragged along the snow intersected.  Cammie bent down to examine the boot prints visible in the snow.  
 
    “About a size 9, don’t you think?” she asked her companions.  
 
    “Yeah, I’d say so,” both trackers agreed. 
 
    She remained silently studying the print for several minutes.  Mosley and Peter looked at each other, not sure what to make of her silence.  Jace, knowing her as well as he did, knew she was mentally processing the entire scene – not just the boot print, but everything.  He saw the exhaustion around her eyes, but she wasn’t about to quit.  Not until this was solved. 
 
    Just as Peter was about to say something, Cammie abruptly stood up. “Keep to the periphery of the prints.  I’m going to place a marker for Forensics to make a cast of it.” 
 
    Squatting down, she placed the marker, then looked around her.   
 
    “You know where we are, don’t you sheriff?” Mosley asked. 
 
    “I do.  If we keep following the boot prints, we’ll come out onto the public beach and picnic area on the other side of Waban Pond.”  She stood up.  “Let’s keep going.  There should be tire marks that I can mark for a cast to be made as well.” 
 
    Sure enough, there was a set of tire prints in the snow from where the boots and the dragging patterns led from. 
 
    Cammie placed a marker and called it in.  She then radioed Rick to come pick them up.  The games of hockey she’d been playing with Jace had gone a long way to helping her regain her strength.  Yet, it was the gruesomeness of what had happened to Beth, coupled with the mystery of what had happened to Lydia, that caused a pall of fatigue to wash through her.  She shook it off and turned her attention to securing the parking lot against contamination of any potential evidence.   
 
    Just as she finished up putting up the police tape, Rick arrived.  She led him to where she’d marked the boot print. 
 
    “Did you happen to notice what size shoe Clarisse was wearing when you interviewed her?” 
 
    Rick cast his mind back, going over that day carefully before he turned back to Cammie. 
 
    “I think it was a nine.” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, I think Lydia was also wearing a size 9 shoe.” 
 
    Both Rick and Jace stared at her in surprise.  “Whoa.  Wait a minute! You thinking maybe Lydia is responsible for what happened to Beth?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she grunted before falling silent again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the discovery of Torri’s book in Lydia’s apartment, Cammie was finally able to get Judge Drury to issue a search warrant.  However, just as she’d suspected, the search turned up nothing. If the salvia had been in Torri’s trailer, it was long gone and she’d cleaned everything to make sure no trace of it remained. 
 
    Cammie tacked up a picture of Lydia and Beth in her office, the same picture that appeared in the local newspaper asking for help in finding them.  As each day passed, she and Rick exhausted themselves trying their best to discover what had happened.  They interviewed Beth and Lydia’s associates and workmates in an effort to discover if they’d exhibited any strange behavior before their disappearance.  But, just as she had discovered when interviewing the inhabitants of Danvers about Torri, they had nothing but praise for the two women.   
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Cammie groused to Rick after another fruitless round of interviews.  “To hear these people talk, Beth and Lydia were perfect in every way.” 
 
    “Nobody likes to speak ill of the dead,” Rick replied. 
 
    “I understand that, but the women they describe are like larger than life porcelain dolls with no imperfections whatsoever.  Jeez, I can only imagine what people would say if I was the one who disappeared.” 
 
    When Rick offered no response, she glared at him.   
 
    “We have one more person to interview,” he quickly said.  “She worked in the same office with Beth.” 
 
    Cheryle Mahoney was a young, mousy looking woman in her late twenties.  She shared the same small office as Beth, her desk directly opposite the missing woman’s. Cammie immediately noticed how nervous she appeared when she sat down in the School Superintendent’s conference room the two officers were using for the interviews.  She unconsciously picked at her nails and seemed unable to meet either Cammie or Rick’s eye.  
 
    “How well did you know Beth?” Cammie began. 
 
    Cheryle pushed her dark hair out of her eyes.  “About as well as anybody could, I guess.  She was pretty shy.  Everybody knew her only real close friend was Lydia.” 
 
    “What is your job?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “I’m basically her assistant. There’s so much work involved in school administration that I was hired to pick up what Beth didn’t have time to do.” 
 
    “How long did you work together?” 
 
    “It will be two years next month.” 
 
    “How was she to work with?” 
 
    “She was fine.  Never said much, but pretty easy to get along with.” 
 
    “Did you notice any change in her behavior for, say, the last few weeks?” Rick asked.   
 
    Cammie noticed Cheryle’s increased fidgeting.  She leaned over and caught the young woman’s eye. 
 
    “You won’t be betraying any confidences.  On the contrary.  Whatever you tell us may help us find Beth and Lydia.” 
 
    Cammie’s words seemed to calm her.  She glanced at the sheriff and said, “The truth is, she wasn’t as even keeled as she usually was.  I mean, in all the time we worked together, I never saw her get upset.  She could put up with our boss’s worse tantrums and not let it get to her.  But I noticed she seemed out of sorts, like something was really bothering her.” 
 
    “When did you notice this change in behavior?” 
 
    “It was last week.” 
 
    “Did she confide in you what the problem was?” 
 
    “I asked, but she kept telling me she was fine.  Then last Thursday, the day before she disappeared, I found her crying in the supply closet.  Actually, she seemed pretty hysterical. I was so shocked, I didn’t know what to say.  All I could do was pat her on the shoulder.  You have to understand, Beth was always so private.  To see her like that was – well – it was like I’d walked in on something I wasn’t supposed to see.” 
 
    “Did she tell you what had made her cry?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “No.  As soon as she saw me, she tried to act as though everything was okay.  But it wasn’t.  She couldn’t seem to stop crying.  It got so bad that she just got up and left without saying a word to anyone.  I was terrified our boss was going to flip out that Beth left two hours early, but thankfully, her meeting ran late and she never found out.  When I saw Beth the next morning, it was as if nothing had happened.” 
 
    “Did you ever see her with anyone other than Lydia?” 
 
    Cheryle considered the question.  “I’d have to say no.  I mean, whenever she took lunch, it was always with Lydia.  And when she left at the end of the day, Lydia was usually there waiting for her.” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to come down to HQ and make a statement.” 
 
    “Okay, if you really need me to.”  Cheryle looked at her watch.  “Oh dear, I’ve got to go.  The board is having a lunch meeting and I need to make sure everything is set up.” 
 
    After she left, the two law enforcement officers exchanged glances.  “Well,” Rick replied.  “That’s got to make you feel better.  Finally, a confirmation that Beth at least wasn’t perfect.”  He looked at her face.  “Oh-oh.  There’s that look again.  The one that would scare little kids if you had any.” 
 
    “Beth is found hysterically crying the day before she disappears.  The next day, Lydia tells her Dad she’s about to wrong a right, then she too disappears.  Did one thing lead to the other or vice versa?” 
 
      
 
    Over the next several days, Cammie had Emmy monitor social media to see if any postings appeared from either of the missing women.  No cell phones were found in either Beth or Lydia’s apartment.  Had Lydia taken them to communicate with someone who might help her?  Had Clarisse taken them to throw the investigation off? 
 
    The phone records for both cell phones would be arriving in two days which might give Cammie a clue as to what had happened.  The DNA results wouldn’t be in for at least another week, but the sheriff knew in her heart that the remains were most likely those of Beth.   
 
    Lydia’s parents called every afternoon, but the news she shared was always the same.  No trace of Lydia had been found yet.   
 
    At night, she mulled over the same set of facts.  What was this wrong Lydia was determined to right? Did it have something to do with the deaths of Todd and Marcy?  Did it have something to do with the Book of Shadows she’d taken from Torri?  How did the salvia timor tea end up in Beth’s apartment? Did either she or Lydia know it had been Clarisse all along and was going to turn her in?  Is that why Clarisse disposed of them, then left Twin Ponds?  Torri had lied to her so many times, how could she trust her assertion that Clarisse was gone before the women disappeared? 
 
    And the most chilling question of all. 
 
    Was Lydia’s body out in the forest as well?   
 
    She and Rick went out and re-interviewed people, hoping something would turn up – some magic words that would point the finger to what happened to Lydia and Beth.  But they came up empty.  At the same time, Cammie racked her brains trying to find something she could use to arrest Torri and/or Clarisse when she was found.  But as frustrating as it was, there was nothing to trace back the tea that contained the salvia timor to the two sisters.  She could arrest Torri on suspicion, but without hard evidence, it would never stick.  She still couldn’t prove that Todd and Marcy had drunk the tea without knowing what was in it.  Nor was there even a shred of evidence linking the Jacksons to Beth and Lydia’s disappearance. 
 
    She spent her evenings unable to sleep, driving up and down the roads in Clarke County, hoping to spot Lydia’s car or Lydia herself.  Jace saw the toll the case was taking on her, but he could offer nothing except the occasional company when he sat with her in her Explorer.  When the fingerprint analysis came in, she was deeply disappointed to find the Book of Shadows yielded no fingerprints except those of Torri and Lydia, the owner of the book and the possible thief of the book.  Nor were any suspicious prints found in either Lydia or Beth’s homes.   
 
    Everything led to a dead end.  And Cammie hated dead ends. 
 
    The strain took its toll on everyone at HQ.  But it fell heaviest on Emmy.  The two missing women were her friends.  Could she really have been so blind not to notice if they’d known something about the salvia?  Except for her last conversation with Beth, they’d acted as they always had.  Could someone act that normal if they somehow had knowledge of what had befallen Todd and Marcy?  She never could have done it.  Her entire emotional make up always showed on her face. 
 
    In the past, she’d quietly refused to believe Cammie’s assertion that you truly never know someone.  Traumatic events have a way of making people show their true colors.  The recent incidents showed her how naïve she’d been.  
 
    Especially when it came to Torri.   
 
    Was it possible that the woman she’d admired and looked up to was actually a cold blooded killer?  She’d never warmed up to Clarisse.  Too self-centered and selfish.  But was she capable of deliberately killing four people?  For what reason?   
 
    It always came down to that. 
 
    Why would anyone want to kill Marcy and Todd?   
 
    Why would anyone want to kill Lydia and Beth? 
 
      
 
    It was a week after the disappearances of Beth and Lydia. Nothing had come to light.  The forest had been scoured for any sign of either Lydia or her car, but it was as though the young woman had walked off the face of the earth, taking her vehicle with her.  Cammie had long ago begun to fear that the young woman had ended up like Beth.  The difference was that the coyotes had taken her remains deeper into the woods where they’d never be found. 
 
    It was close to five o’clock and Emmy was packing up to go home.  She’d spent another listless day watching Rick and Cammie grow more frustrated.  She was frustrated too and had no words to offer, nothing that could help them, though she tried every day to try and remember something – anything – that could help with this case.   
 
    She was just putting on her coat when her phone rang. 
 
    “Sheriff’s Department, Emmy speaking,” she answered. 
 
    “Hon, it’s Mom.  I’ve been looking all over for our crock pot, but I can’t find it.  I wanted to make Swedish meatballs for the church meeting this Sunday.  Do you know where it is?” 
 
    Emmy thought for a moment, then inwardly groaned.  “Sorry, Mom.  I lent it out to a friend.  I’ll swing by and grab it on the way home.” 
 
    She hung up, then called Cammie’s cell. 
 
    “Hey Em, what’s up?” Cammie answered. 
 
     “Is it possible for me to pick up something I left at Lydia’s house?  I lent her my Mom’s crockpot.  She was going to make some beef stew--” Emmy’s voice caught as she realized poor Lydia was never going to be making that beef stew. Or anything else ever again.  She quickly cleared her throat.  “Mom wants it back.” 
 
    “Everything has been fingerprinted and photographed, so I don’t see why not.  The key to her house is in the evidence locker.”   
 
    “I’ll make sure not to disturb anything.  I’ll just get the crockpot from the kitchen counter and lock up again.” 
 
      
 
    Emmy sat in her Jeep, looking at the police tape still in place in front of Lydia’s apartment.  Tears welled up as she thought about her quirky friend.  Memories of her wacky knitted hats drifted through her mind, and she hiccupped as the tears threatened to overwhelm her.  She was going to miss their Friday girls night out.  She was going to miss their shared love of horror movies and witchcraft and talks about the opposite sex.  She was going to miss everything about them.  It was still hard to believe that Lydia and Beth were gone.  Just like that.  In the blink of an eye.    
 
    She couldn’t even think of Beth without bawling her eyes out.  No one deserved to have their body eaten like that by wild animals.  There was something so obscene about the whole thing. 
 
    Still, she had to find the courage to go inside, get the crock pot and leave.  She should have just told her mother she’d buy her a new one, but she didn’t want to get into it with her.  Church meant everything to Mrs. Madachuck and when she wanted to make her Swedish meatballs, she wanted to make them now. 
 
    Emmy pulled herself together and got out of the vehicle.  She’d brought police tape with her, knowing she’d have to break the original to get inside the house.  She planned on putting more up once she retrieved the crock pot. 
 
    When she put the key into the lock, she was surprised to find her hands shaking. 
 
    Come on, Em.  You can do this.  Don’t look at anything. Just run inside, grab the darn thing and run out.  Easy peasy. 
 
    After a few fumbles, she finally got the door open and stepped inside. 
 
    She unconsciously wrinkled her nose as she closed the door behind her.  The house smelled funky; it was in bad need of airing.  As it was, Lydia’s parents were still holding out hope their daughter would be found and refused to consider the possibility of having it rented out to someone else.  Though who would want to live in the house where a murderer – 
 
    Stop that, Em!  You’re going to scare yourself to death.  
 
    Emmy threw back her shoulders and turned on the light switch.  As she started towards the kitchen, her eyes caught a basket turned over on the floor, balls of yarn strewn on the carpet.  Forensics must have left it there during their investigation.  Seeing the garishly colored, half- finished projects, her eyes welled up again.  It was silly, but now she wished she’d sat Lydia down and taught her how to knit correctly so she wouldn’t have all those holes in her hat. 
 
    But that was what made Lydia, Lydia.  Her awful sense of color, and all those errors in her knitting. 
 
    Emmy swallowed past the rapidly forming lump in her throat.  Afraid she’d completely break down, she hurried into the kitchen.  She spied the crockpot near the fridge.  She unplugged it from the wall socket and was in the process of stuffing the cord into the crockpot when she suddenly felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck.  
 
    She gulped hard. 
 
    She wasn’t alone.   
 
    Emmy took a halting breath, terrified to turn around.  What if it was the ghost of Lydia?  Or Beth?  She’d faint if they appeared to her. 
 
    Suddenly a thought occurred to her that made her knees go weak.   
 
    Dear God. What if it’s Clarisse? 
 
    Her hands shook so hard, she dropped the cord.  Her heart thundered. Her mouth grew dry. 
 
    Oh please, oh please, oh please.  Let it just be my imagination. 
 
    Gathering up her courage, Emmy started to turn.  Glancing to her right, she saw the room was empty.  She wanted to cry with relief.  It had been her imagination! Oh, thank God. 
 
    Then a floorboard creaked to her left.  She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.  Saw something flash.  She started to scream. 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was 7 pm.  In an effort to give her mind some needed respite from going in circles and arriving at no feasible conclusion, Cammie and Jace were sitting in Doc’s living room, watching an old John Wayne western.  It was one of her favorites – Red River. Doc was shut up in his office listening to his opera records, which was good news for Cammie.  He’d refrained from verbally telling her she was overdoing it, but the expression on his face whenever she came home from another frustrating day told her exactly what he was thinking.  
 
    She hoped Jace’s presence would relieve some of the underlying tension. 
 
    Just as the Duke and Montgomery Cliff were about to go mano a mano, Cammie’s cell went off.     
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she answered. 
 
    “Oh Sheriff, I’m sorry to bother you.  This is Emmy’s mother.  I was wondering if you know where she is.” 
 
    Cammie abruptly sat up, her heart pounding in her chest.  “She said she was going to Lydia Costas’ house to pick up a crockpot she’d lent her.” 
 
    “She’s not home yet and I’m awfully worried.  If she was going to go somewhere else after picking up the crockpot, she would have called me.  She’s very good about not having me worry needlessly.”   
 
    “I’m sure Emmy is fine.  I’ll drive over to Lydia’s.  You know how hard she’s taken all of this.  She’s probably in her Jeep crying her eyes out.  I’ll call you as soon as I find her.” 
 
     “You look worried,” Jace replied, seeing the pensive look on her face as he watched her shove her phone in her pocket.  
 
    “Emmy’s mother is right.  She always very conscientious about letting her know when she’s going to be late.  I’m not getting the warm and fuzzies about this.  I’m going over to Lydia’s.” 
 
    “I’ll take my truck and look for her too.” 
 
    “I’ll call Rick and get him on this as well.  We’ll all cover more ground that way.” 
 
    A half hour later the three were in their vehicles.  While Jace covered the eastern part of Twin Ponds, Rick covered the south.  When Cammie arrived at Lydia’s, she saw Emmy’s Jeep parked in the driveway.  She bounded out of the Explorer and found the front door unlocked.  Quickly entering, her heart sank when she saw the crockpot lying on the floor.  A quick look around told her the apartment was empty.  Dashing out to her Explorer, she headed straight to Torri’s trailer.   
 
    She heard the baby wailing as she pounded on the door, but she didn’t care.  The door swung open and Torri stood there, holding the baby in her arms. 
 
    “Where’s Emmy?” Cammie demanded. 
 
    Torri raised an eyebrow.  “She ain’t here, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Torri, I swear to God if anything’s happened to her, I will make you regret ever coming to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Now Sheriff, threatening me isn’t going to--”  
 
    “When did Clarisse get back?” 
 
    “She ain’t back.  In fact, the truth is, she’s never coming back.” 
 
     “She left her baby?” Cammie asked incredulously. 
 
    “She never was the nurturing type.” 
 
    Cammie wanted nothing more than to strangle Torri.  She’d consistently lied to the sheriff and she was in no mood to hear more lies.  She took a deep breath in an effort to contain her growing temper. 
 
    “If I find out she or you had anything to do with Emmy’s disappearance, I swear I will make your life a living hell.” 
 
    Cammie tore out of the trailer.  As Torri closed the door behind her, she whispered, “As if it ain’t already.” 
 
    Cammie sat in the Explorer fuming in exasperation.  She angrily smacked the steering wheel before realizing she had to get herself under control if she had any chance of finding Emmy.  Taking a deep, steadying breath, she reached for her phone.  She knew she was crazy for what she was about to do, but she was desperate.  And half crazed with worry.  She punched in the number and waited.   
 
    Please pick up, please pick up. 
 
    “Hello?” came the gruff voice. 
 
    “I need your help, Paul.  Emmy is missing.” 
 
    “Give me a minute.” 
 
    Shit!  Don’t any of these people have a speed dial to their spirit guides?   
 
    Cammie knew she’d be laughed out of any police station for calling a shaman to help her, but she had no choice.  The truth was, she knew his magick was powerful.  Whatever it was that gave Paul his abilities, she knew to trust them.  Yes, it was unorthodox.  And yes, maybe she was insane.  But Emmy’s life was at stake.  If it took talking to a shaman to get her back, she’d do it. 
 
    “You must hurry,” Paul suddenly spoke into the phone.  “Her life is in danger.  I see two women.  One of them is Emmy.  The other – I can’t quite see --” 
 
    “Where?  Where do I go?” 
 
    “Crow Mountain.” 
 
    Cammie’s heart skidded to a stop.  Crow Mountain.  The place where things she didn’t even want to think about existed.  And she’d be going there.  At night. 
 
    Dear God.  Not Crow Mountain. 
 
    Her fear threatened to overwhelm her.  “Are – are you sure, Paul?” 
 
    “Even before the colonials showed up, Crow Mountain was sacred to the natives.  Centuries of rituals have been done on its summit.  There’s much power there.”  He paused before adding, “Don’t give into the fear, Cammie.  You must go and face whatever is there for you to face.” 
 
    “If Emmy is there, I’ll find her,” she whispered.  Hanging up from Paul, she called Rick and Jace and told them what they needed to do.  She then called her deputies and gave them the same instructions. It wasn’t until she put her phone down that she noticed how badly her hands were shaking.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Cammie arrived at the foot of Crow Mountain, she found Paul waiting for her.   
 
    “I’ve got Rick and Jace taking different trails to the top,” she said as she came up to him.  “The rest of the deputies are surrounding the perimeter.  Whoever is up there won’t be getting off this mountain without being captured.” 
 
    “Get up there as fast as you can,” he instructed.  “Don’t wait for me.  I can only push these 70 year old legs so far.” 
 
    “Who has her, Paul?” 
 
    His shook his head.  “It’s a blonde woman, but there’s much confusion surrounding her.  And so much anger. What I see for certain is the rage in her heart at being thwarted.” 
 
    Cammie sucked in her breath.  “So it was Clarisse who put the salvia timor in the tea left on Emmy’s desk!”  
 
    She turned and was about to take off when Paul suddenly placed his large hands on her head.  He mumbled a few words under his breath. 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    “Gave you a protection prayer.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow.  “I thought you didn’t believe in protection.” 
 
    He smiled. “I don’t.  But it never hurts to be a little extra cautious once in a while.” 
 
    Cammie returned his smile, then hurried up the path, her headlamp illuminating the way.  It wasn’t until she’d lost sight of Paul that she realized she’d be alone for most of the hike. It didn’t help that the shadows were already lengthening on the trail ahead of her.  She deliberately pushed aside the childhood fear of the tree limbs reaching out to grab her.  Instead, she kept her focus solely on the path in front of her, knowing just one misstep on the roots and limbs hiding under the thick snow could result in an injury that would prevent her from rescuing Emmy.  
 
    She could only hope she’d reach the top in time to prevent whatever craziness Clarisse had planned for the young woman.   
 
      
 
    “You know how to fire one of these?” Rick asked as he handed Jace a Ruger. 
 
    “Just because I don’t like hunting doesn’t mean I don’t know how to shoot,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Alright.  Listen bro, be careful.  If anything happens to you, I’ve got to live with the Wrath of Cammie, got it?” 
 
    Jace chuckled.  “Believe me, I wouldn’t wish the Wrath of Cammie on my worst enemy.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie swore the air was growing colder with each step she took.  It was the nuance of the cold, however, that unnerved her.  It was as if the chilly air had wrapped itself around her insides, bypassing the sweaters and snow pants she wore and wending itself around her heart and intestines.  As if that wasn’t enough to deal with, she consistently heard furtive steps coming up behind her.  Each time she stopped, all she saw was the snow and dense trees in the glow of her headlamp.  She tried to ignore the fear gnawing at her stomach, but the feeling of being watched was growing stronger until all she wanted to do was scream and hurl herself back down the mountain to her Explorer.  To safety. 
 
    You can do this, Cam.  You’ve got to.  There’s nothing here but your own imagination going haywire.  Just keep focusing on the trail.  You’re already halfway up the mountain. 
 
    She felt a bit calmer.  And took a step forward. 
 
    Then a twig snapped near her and she stopped dead in her tracks.  She spun around and peered into the gloom, her heart hammering so loud in her ears, it was a miracle she’d heard anything at all.    
 
    I don’t have time for this, she concluded as she forced herself to turn back around and continue up the trail.  If she was being tracked by an animal, or – and this she hated contemplating – some spirit from the mountain, they’d have to catch up with her.  She was wasting time stopping and checking out every little sound.  And unfortunately there were lots of sounds as she hurried along. 
 
      
 
    Rick was making his way up the west side of Crow Mountain when he thought he saw something in the gloom on the trail ahead of him.  He knew all the legends and lore about Crow Mountain and he felt his heart start to hammer.  He’d been reciting Abenaki prayers of protection under his breath the whole way up and he now put more urgency into them.   
 
    As he came up to a boulder that the trail snaked around, he once again saw something flash by.  It almost looked like a person, but he couldn’t be sure.  Fearing it was Clarisse, he withdrew his revolver.  Slowing his step, he crept up to the rock.  He took a moment to collect himself then abruptly jumped out, pointing his gun in all directions.  To his consternation, there was no one there.  He cautiously walked up the trail a bit, but whatever he’d seen had vanished. It was then that he realized he’d only seen the top half of a milky white figure drifting through the trees. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.  He decided to cover all bases by making the sign of the cross over himself.  Then, keeping his revolver in his hand, he continued up the trail. 
 
      
 
    Cammie wished Paul had been able to keep up with her.  The more she hiked, the more she felt completely creeped out.  The cold that had claimed her insides was growing worse until it physically hurt to continue.   
 
    This is crazy.  I’ve faced down worse than this.  The only thing on this mountain to frighten me is my own imagination. 
 
    Still, every few steps she had to contend with shadows darting by and once, actually gasping aloud and jumping back when a large bird swooped down in front of her and disappeared into the darkness of the trees. 
 
    If she didn’t stop scaring herself, she was going to die of a heart attack before ever getting to Emmy. 
 
    Who she prayed was actually up here.  Any other law enforcement officer would have thought her insane to take the word of a shaman.  They’d crucify her for wasting precious time.  But she knew Paul.  She trusted him. 
 
    She had to trust him. 
 
      
 
    Jace was rapidly making his way up one of the steeper trails to the top of Crow Mountain.  It was used primarily by sturdy outdoorsmen who enjoyed the challenge of the almost vertical angle of the footpaths.  Although Jace was in top physical shape, he was not a fan of heights. To his right lay a dense, almost impenetrable forest. To his left was a drop off that ended at a cliff.  Beneath the cliff was a stream, roaring with melting snows that he could hear even up as far as he was.   
 
    As he picked his way through the snow that was deep in some places and icy in others, he made sure not to look to his left.  If he ignored the height, he could make better time.  As it was, he was already halfway up the mountain. With Emmy’s life in the balance, failure was not an option.  Nor could he let Cammie down.  She was depending on him to help save Emmy.   
 
    Deliberately keeping his gaze away from the drop off and on the path directly in front of him, he balanced the need to rush with the need not to slip and possibly hurt himself.   
 
    Concentrate, man!  You can’t let your mind wander.  
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn’t stop thinking of what they’d find at the top. Would Emmy and Clarisse even be up there?  The Jackson sister seemed to have easily dispatched Beth and Lydia, as well as Todd and Marcy.  Why take Emmy all the way up this mountain in the first place?  He knew what Paul had said, but he didn’t have the same blind faith in the shaman that Cammie did.  It was always possible the man was wrong.  If that was so, how would Cammie ever live with herself?  How would any of them live with themselves knowing that if they hadn’t wasted precious time on the crazy mutterings of a bizarre old man – 
 
    Suddenly, Jace’s ankle bent out in a weird angle.  Before he could regain his balance, he found himself sliding precariously to his left.   
 
    “Oh shit, no!” he cried as he reached out to catch himself.  To his horror, all he grasped was air.  Before he knew it, he was rolling down the mountain towards the cliff.   
 
    Jace fought hard not to panic as the roar of the water below grew louder.  He knew he was nearing the edge of the cliff. His mind worked frantically, desperately, trying to find a way to save himself.  But he was rolling too fast.  There was nothing to grab onto.  His hands ached as they sliced through the snow and banged up against sharp tree branches that weren’t strong enough to stop his fall. Just as he reached the brink of the precipice, one thought tore itself away from the others.  
 
    I’m either going to die when I hit the water, or drown.  I let you down, Cammie.  I’m so sorry. 
 
      
 
    Was she imagining it, or was the wind picking up?   
 
    Cammie was still in the forest; she hadn’t reached the top yet.  By her reckoning, she was still ten minutes to the clearing that marked the peak of Crow Mountain where, for centuries, people had done all sorts of rituals to appease the gods and goddesses, both of the sky and of the mountain itself.   
 
    The trees were darker here, their bare branches eerily resembling skeletal arms ready to snatch her off the trail.  It didn’t help that they were swaying and creaking in the increasing wind, the noise seemingly coming from all around her, the mournful howl careening through the almost black silhouettes.   
 
    Cammie fought to swallow the scream bubbling up her throat as she felt something rush up behind her.  She paused long enough to turn, but once again, there was nothing but the wind pushing up against her.   
 
    You’re not going to win, Mountain.  Emmy is up here and I’m getting to her, no matter what you throw at me. 
 
    She thought for a moment before adding, Not that I want you to throw anything at me.  Look, I’ll make you a deal.  Just let me get up to the top, rescue Emmy, get her down and I’ll never bother you again. Cross my heart and hope to – well, not die.  But you get the picture. 
 
    Cammie’s inner dialogue was interrupted when she thought she heard a high pitched scream.  She stopped and tried to quiet her panting to see if it was repeated.  But it wasn’t.  Which terrified her.  And made her pick up her pace, the dark creatures of the forest momentarily forgotten. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trees were gone, replaced by scrub brush, huge glacial boulders and long flat rocks as Cammie approached the summit of the mountain.  For the past few minutes, she’d seen a light through the trees that grew brighter as she neared the top.  She dimmed her headlight as much as she dared and continued onward.  It wasn’t until she was almost at her destination that she realized what she was seeing was a ring of flames.  Leaving the shelter of the trees, the wind was fiercer up here, the sudden gusts threatening to topple her over. 
 
    She hid herself behind a large boulder and peeked out.  She took in the ghastly scene with one look. 
 
    Emmy was sitting on the ground, surrounded by a wide circle of flames.  Her hands were behind her; Cammie could only assume they were tied.  She was soaking wet, as though she’d been drenched with water.  Scanning the ground, she caught her breath when she saw a gas can lying on its side.   
 
    Dear God, was it possible Emmy had been doused with the gasoline used to start the flames?  
 
    “Please don’t do this!” Emmy keened in abject terror at the woman standing on the other side of the flames.  “You don’t need to do this!” 
 
    Cammie could only see the back of the woman who stood before Emmy.  She was dressed in jeans and a white ski jacket.  Her blonde hair snaked down her back in a thick braid and on the top of her head was what looked like a multi colored hat.  
 
    Her heart skidded to a stop when she realized how wrong she’d been.  How she’d allowed a suspicion to be overpowered by a false trail so brilliantly laid out, it had completely blinded her.  
 
    She grimly watched as Lydia held a lighted faggot in her hand and pointed it to the sky.  Swaying back and forth, the young woman began to chant. 
 
    “I beseech the God of the Sky, the Mother of the Mountain.  I offer to you a blood sacrifice to bind me to thee and to all thy power and wisdom. I am your humble servant who will prove her worth to you tonight.”    
 
    The sheriff grew frantic.  She’d seen what Lydia was capable of. She had no doubt she would use the faggot to torch Emmy. 
 
    She had to stop her. 
 
    Cammie withdrew her revolver and carefully aimed, fighting to keep her aim steady against the buffeting winds.  She’d just started to pull back on the trigger when a movement across the small clearing caught her attention.  To her shock, Rick stepped out of the darkness. 
 
    “Freeze!” he yelled as he pointed his revolver at Lydia. 
 
    The woman regarded Rick for a long moment.  Then she began to laugh wildly, as though she were dancing on the edge of madness. 
 
    “You of all people should know the God of the Sky and the Mother of the Mountain will never be thwarted.  Not by you and certainly not by the sheriff who is aiming her gun at my back even as we speak.”  Without turning around, she shouted, “Yes, Sheriff Farnsworth.  I know you’re there.  I’ve been smelling the stink of your fear since you began climbing this mountain.” 
 
    “Then you know you don’t stand a chance,” Rick replied as he approached the flames, his gun aimed at her.  “The entire mountain is surrounded.  You’ll never get away.  Put down the faggot and move away from the fire.  NOW!” 
 
    Cammie came out from her hiding spot and slowly approached Lydia from behind, her revolver pointing at the woman’s back.  
 
    “Do what he says,” she ordered.  “We’ll shoot you if we have to.” 
 
    Nobody moved.  The only sounds were the winds and Emmy’s piteous sobs.   
 
    With two guns pointed at her, Cammie prayed Lydia wouldn’t do something stupid.  She didn’t want to kill, but she would if she had to. She slowly let out her breath when she saw Lydia slowly bend at the knees, lowering the faggot to the ground.   
 
    Thank God for that.  
 
    Suddenly, in a move that took both officers by surprise, Lydia dove to the ground, throwing the faggot right at Emmy. 
 
    Both Cammie and Rick yelled “No!”  
 
    Emmy screamed in horror, then crumpled motionless to the ground.  
 
    Rick launched himself at the faggot, his arms outstretched. 
 
    Cammie took her focus off Emmy and Rick long enough to see Lydia bolt towards the forest. Firing her pistol at the fleeing woman, she heard a cry, but Lydia kept going, quickly disappearing into the surrounding blackness.   
 
    Unwilling to let her get away, Cammie glanced back long enough to see Rick holding the faggot in his hand.  She rushed past them and plunged into the woods, following the sounds of Lydia crashing through the bushes.  She did her best to keep up, but she slipped in the snow several times.  Just as she thought she could see Lydia just ahead of her, she took a misstep and slid off the path for several yards, painfully crashing into a tree truck. 
 
    “Damn it!” she seethed as a shot of pain shot through her bad shoulder and up her thigh.  
 
    She struggled to get to her feet, but the pain slowed her down. Knowing she’d never catch up with Lydia, she whipped out her radio and called down to the deputies. 
 
    “Tom, contact the other men and tell them Lydia Costas is on her way down the south side of the mountain.  I want her apprehended, no ifs, ands or buts.  Got that?” 
 
    “Got that, Sheriff.” 
 
    “I also want you to call Mark Nelsson.  We’re going to need him to airlift Emmy off the mountain.  Call Doc and tell him to prepare for her arrival.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
    Cammie hesitated.  “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    Slowly pulling herself up to her feet in the deep snow, she limped her way back to the clearing.  When she arrived, she saw half the circle of fire extinguished under piles of snow.  Rick was sitting in the center, cradling Emmy’s head on his lap.  Cammie was momentarily taken aback by the tenderness in which he ran his hand over the unconscious woman’s cheeks and forehead.   
 
    Maybe there was hope for him after all. 
 
    She shook off the pain in her shoulder and leg as she stopped just short of the circle.  The acrid scent of gasoline from Emmy’s clothing filled her nostrils. 
 
    “How the hell did you manage to make such a fantastic catch?” she asked, inwardly shivering at the thought of what would have happened if Rick had missed. 
 
    Rick shrugged, never taking his eyes off Emmy.  “I played football in high school.  Guess I still have it.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  How is she?” 
 
    “I’ve checked her over as best I could.  There are some cuts and tears in her jacket and pants, some bruising on her face and a good sized lump on the back of her head.  I think the idea of becoming a roasted marshmallow was too much for her and she fainted.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Emmy and Cammie felt as though she were somehow intruding on an intimate scene.  She moved over to where the fire was still burning to keep warm while waiting for Mark to arrive.   
 
    It was then that she realized Jace hadn’t shown up.  She took out her radio and tried to hail him several times, but there was no answer.  Her heart started to pound at the thought of something happening to him.  Her fear turned to terror when she realized he was heading up the same trail Lydia had disappeared down.  Good Lord, had Lydia done something to him? Had he had some kind of accident?  Shit, he’d taken the steepest trail.  He hated heights!  Why in heaven’s name hadn’t she realized that?  
 
    Panic mounted as her mind raced through several scenarios, each ending with a fervent plea that he be okay.  
 
    She had to find him. Ignoring the throbbing pain in her shoulder and leg, she started towards the path she’d just climbed up.  Just as she was about to start her descent, she heard the unmistakable sounds of footsteps crunching in the snow moving towards her.  
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out, withdrawing her pistol and immediately squatting down.  “Identify yourself,” she commanded. 
 
    “Hold on, don’t shoot.”  A moment later, two figures walked into the clearing.  Cammie gasped aloud. 
 
    It was Jace.  He had his weapon drawn and he was walking behind Lydia.  She had her head down, the brim of her hat obscuring her features.  She was holding onto her upper arm where blood saturated the white material of her parka.  Cammie holstered her weapon and hurried to them.  She stopped short when they walked into the light of the remaining flames and she caught her first clear glimpse of him.  His clothing was torn in places, his face was scratched and bleeding and he was walking with a limp that matched hers. 
 
    “What the –” Cammie started.  “Did she do this to you?” 
 
    “I took an unexpected detour off one of the trails.  Thank God a tree broke my fall, or I’d be bobbing along the stream right about now.  By the time I got back to the path, I heard someone cursing up a storm.  Apparently, our friend here had fallen and hit her arm where you shot her.  She was all turned around and didn’t seem to know right from left. I thought I’d help her out.” 
 
    Cammie wanted to sob in relief.  Instead, she reached out and gave his arm an affectionate squeeze. “It was the only thing you could do under the circumstances.” 
 
    She stepped up to Lydia and read her her rights.  When she was done, she felt compelled to ask, “Why did you do it?  I thought Beth and Emmy were your friends.” 
 
    “They are my friends,” came the mumbled reply. 
 
    Cammie was about to ask something else, but her words trailed off when the young woman slowly lifted her head.  It wasn’t only the grotesque grin on her face that caused Cammie to take a step back. 
 
    It was the fact that she wasn’t speaking to Lydia. 
 
    She was speaking to Beth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a long night.  After checking Beth’s wound and seeing it wasn’t serious, Cammie had Mark airlift Emmy and, at her insistence, Jace directly to Doc’s house for medical treatment.  Mark had then flown back for Cammie, Rick and Beth.  On the ride down to where the vehicles were, Beth remained silent, although her wide, eerily happy grin unnerved the two officers.    
 
    Once she was in the Explorer, the floodgates opened.  She began to talk and seemed unable to stop.  Quite by accident, Rick called her Beth.  She immediately set him right. 
 
    “Beth is dead.  My name is Lydia Costas.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick exchanged glances.  It wasn’t an act, they understood that much.  The woman in the back of the Explorer firmly believed she was Lydia. They remained silent as Beth/Lydia continued her rambling.  By the time she was secured in her cell, she was still babbling.  After getting most of their questions answered, Rick volunteered to stay and keep an eye on her.   
 
    Cammie was now sitting in Doc’s kitchen, her hands wrapped around a warm cup of cocoa.  The pain in her shoulder and leg were easing as the effects of a painkiller Doc had given her began to take effect.  Jace, who’d gotten the same painkiller, was seated next to her while Emmy was upstairs, resting in one of the guest bedrooms.  She’d regained consciousness in the helicopter and despite her protests that she was fine, Doc insisted on keeping her under observation for the night. Her mother was now sitting by the bedside, making sure Emmy stayed put until morning. 
 
    As usual Doc was standing behind the counter, sipping a cup of coffee. 
 
    “So it was Beth all along?” he asked. 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “Emmy told me Lydia was always so protective of Beth.  She thought it was because Beth was shy.” 
 
    “And not because she was a bit unbalanced?” Doc finished. 
 
    “Lydia never said anything to anyone.  She always felt the need to protect her friend, even when she knew Beth was spiraling out of control.  Emmy mentioned how Lydia complained about misplacing hats and other articles of clothing.  Then she abruptly stopped.  Emmy thought it was because Torri had given her a spell to heal her forgetfulness.” 
 
    “Instead, Lydia must have discovered Beth was responsible,” Jace replied. 
 
    “Exactly,” Cammie concurred.  “Forensics found several articles of Lydia’s clothing and jewelry in a box hidden in Beth’s storage bin. A psychiatrist will be able to confirm it, but my guess is that somewhere along the line, Beth began to resent her friend.  Lydia was friendly and outgoing and confident.  She was everything Beth wasn’t.  The only way she could become that type of person was to actually become Lydia.  We surmise Cheryle Mahoney witnessed Beth’s final break with reality when she found her hysterically sobbing in the supply closet the day before she killed Lydia.” 
 
    “It makes sense in a way. She had to get rid of the original Lydia in order to step into her skin, so to speak,” Doc replied.  Cammie nodded.  “You have to give her credit for disposing of her friend’s body in such an ingenious way.  However, didn’t she realize that once the DNA analysis was done on what was left of the corpse, it would show it was Lydia and not Beth?” 
 
    “She planned to be long gone by the time the results came in.  In fact, she’d gone back to Lydia’s apartment to pack up a suitcase of her dead friend’s clothing before taking off.  Unfortunately, she found Emmy there and you know the rest.” 
 
    “What about Marcy and Todd?” Jace asked. 
 
    “She’d heard Clarisse talking about trying the salvia while living in Danvers.  She looked it up on the internet and was intrigued that it could help a person rid themselves of deep seated fears by revealing those fears to them.  However, as you pointed out Doc, without proper supervision, you ran the risk of going crazy.  By that time, she and Lydia had taken Torri’s Book of Shadows that contained the recipe to make the salvia timor tea.” 
 
    “So Lydia was involved in that?” 
 
    “She readily admitted they were both curious, especially after witnessing Torri using the book to make some of her healing teas.  They might have remained just curious young women if Marcy hadn’t ripped her apart one night, apparently for the simple act of accidentally spilling her tea on the carpet.  Already terribly insecure, Beth was not about to let Marcy get away with humiliating her.  The old woman became her first guinea pig.  She snuck in through a cellar window and put the salvia in Marcy’s tea tin.  She was then able to sneak back in through the same window and remove the mug before Rick and I returned to search Marcy’s house.” 
 
    “But where did Beth get the salvia timor?” 
 
    “Clarisse hooked her up with a supplier in Danvers.”    
 
    “Okay,” Jace replied, “that explains Marcy.  But why Todd?” 
 
    “Seeing what she’d done to Marcy gave her a sense of power she’d never felt before.  Remember, up until this time, it was Lydia who held the power in their relationship. Now things were changing.  She’d had her first taste of authority and supremacy and she wasn’t about to let it go. Knowing how paranoid Todd was, she began to play on his fears by anonymously leaving items in his cabin that made it seem as though he was being cursed by the ghosts of the witches of Crow Mountain.” 
 
    “So that explains all the books on his shelf and his need to arm himself.  He wasn’t a doomsday prepper.  He was protecting himself from what he believed were unseen forces,” Doc said. 
 
    “Yes. Beth might have grown tired of her antics.  Unfortunately, she found out about Todd’s obsession with his ancestor Reverend Parris, as well as the fact that Torri and Clarisse’s ancestor was a victim of the Salem witch trials.  She had no way of knowing that Todd had tried to make up for what happened 300 years ago by giving Torri and Clarisse $50,000.  Instead, in her convoluted way of thinking, she believed she was enacting revenge on behalf of the Jackson sisters by giving Todd the salvia.” 
 
    “But how did she give it to him?” Doc asked. 
 
    “Everyone knew he was an alcoholic.  She filled some beer bottles with the salvia, then waited until he came into town for supplies.  While he was gone, she left the tainted bottles mixed in with the regular bottles of beer.  It was only a matter of time before he drank the salvia.  By that time, she’d figured out a way to mask the dried socks smell.  The only thing Todd would have noticed was a minty sweetness to his beer.” 
 
    Jace whistled.  “Man, that’s sick.” 
 
    “She also confessed to leaving the tea on Emmy’s desk when she knew we were all out. It seems Emmy had called her, asking questions about Torri and Clarisse and the deaths of Marcy and Todd.  Beth felt she needed to shut her up.  She hoped the salvia would do the job.  Of course, she never dreamed I’d end up drinking the stuff instead.” 
 
    Doc shook his head to himself.  “I think this will forever cure Emmy of any fascination with witches and things that go bump in the night.” 
 
    “It’s like anything else, Doc,” Cammie replied.  “There’s nothing wrong with witchcraft or wiccan or any other pagan-type religion.  It just comes down to how it’s interpreted.  And we all know how people misinterpreting to suit their needs has caused countless issues throughout history.” 
 
    “Did you ever find out what happened to Clarisse?” 
 
    “Torri was right.  Never the nurturing type, she took off for Bangor.  A fellow officer picked her up on the APB.  Just before we arrived here, he called and was able to provide confirmation that she’d left before Lydia went missing.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Jace spoke up, “is why drag Emmy all the way up Crow Mountain?  If she was going to kill her, why not do it in Lydia’s house?  It would have been a lot easier.” 
 
    “Beth believed herself to be some kind of high priestess.  She’d always been interested in the metaphysical, and was practicing spell work long before she ever met Torri.  According to Paul, she’d learned a thing or two over the years.  In order to prove her worth to the powers that be, she had to perform, in her own mind, a blood sacrifice on top of the one mountain that’s known to be host to all kinds of rituals.  Emmy just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  She gave a little shudder.  “If it hadn’t been Emmy, it would have been someone else.  Possibly even Clarisse.  She admitted to leaving the mug full of salvia timor in Lydia’s apartment and implying to Emmy that Clarisse also made teas in an effort to frame her.”   
 
    “Did you find out what the wrong was that the real Lydia intended to right?” 
 
    “Rick asked her that.  Lydia accidentally found the salvia in Beth’s kitchen cabinet.  She went over to confront her before coming to see us.  Unfortunately, she made one huge mistake that cost her life.  She turned her back to someone she thought was her best friend.” 
 
    Cammie finished her cocoa and stood up, taking a long stretch.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pooped.  It’s been a very long couple of months.” 
 
     “My truck is still out at Crow Mountain,” Jace replied.  “We can either get it now or I can have Hank come pick me up.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Jace raised a perplexed eyebrow at her.  “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    Cammie turned to Doc.  “Don’t you have some opera records you need to listen to?” 
 
    Doc smiled and left the kitchen.  Once he was gone, Cammie put her arms around Jace’s neck and gave him a long, lingering kiss.  “What I mean is that it’s time I let go of what happened between us. I’ve been so wrapped up in the past that I forgot about the future.  We belong together, Jace.  You’ve proven over and over that you’re there for me, even when I wasn’t being the nicest to you.  I’m sorry for that.  I’m also sorry for having wasted so much time realizing what a fool I’ve been.  Therefore, rather than having Hank pick you up tonight, what do you say to spending the night here with me?” 
 
    “In the bed from paradise?” 
 
    She nestled against him.  “Yes.  In the bed from paradise.  Then tomorrow, you and I can head back home.” 
 
    “Home as in a little two room cabin on the shores of Mkazawi Pond?  That home?” 
 
     “Uh-huh.” 
 
    He smiled and gathering her in his arms, gave her a long, slow kiss.  “Sounds like a damned good plan.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beth was indicted on three counts of murder and one on attempted murder, and remained in jail awaiting trial.  She had the dubious distinction of being Twin Ponds’ first serial killer.  Throughout the proceedings, she continued to insist her name was Lydia Costas, causing the dead woman’s parents no end to their pain and suffering. 
 
    Cammie wondered if Emmy would return to her duties at HQ.  She wouldn’t have been surprised if the young woman decided she’d had enough of criminals and opted for a quiet, crime-free life.  However, two days later she was back at her desk, putting the finishing touches on her Easter tree.   
 
    Cammie was both amused and concerned in the solicitude Rick now showed their receptionist/dispatcher.  She didn’t want him hurting Emmy by his inability to commit, but for the time being, he seemed to realize that Emmy was more than just a body in a chair that made his life easier by baking him cookies and taking phone messages from his numerous paramours. 
 
    Despite all the gossip around town regarding what had gone on, Torri decided to stay in Twin Ponds.  She had a baby to raise, and was in the process of legally adopting Bella.  The money Todd had given her would go a long way in giving Bella a decent upbringing. 
 
    Clarisse opted to stay in Bangor and continue partying, “as long as I’m able to stand”.   
 
    Jace and Cammie moved back into their cabin the next morning and, as he’d once said, they couldn’t have what they’d had before.  But they could be better. 
 
    And they were. 
 
    A week later, Doc announced abruptly that he had to take a quick trip to Boston to attend to family business.  Knowing how much he dreaded being in the same room, much less the same city as his father, it didn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to surmise this was the cause of his irritability over the last few months.  
 
    Soon after their return to their cabin, Cammie told Jace she had an errand to run.  After promising she’d be back as soon as she could, she got into her Explorer and drove around the pond to Paul’s cabin.  The snows were finally starting to melt, but she knew the mud would be a quagmire on the trail between their homes.  Driving was quicker. 
 
    As usual, she found him waiting for her with a cup of chamomile tea ready. 
 
    “Another case solved,” he said as he sat in front of her before his roaring stove. 
 
    “But not without unnecessary casualties,” she responded. 
 
    “It was their time, I suppose,” he murmured. 
 
    “But who decided that?  The big guy upstairs or a deranged young woman?” 
 
    Paul just shrugged. 
 
    “Speaking of Beth, there’s one thing I don’t understand.  I was hoping you could clarify it for me.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “She kept going on and on about how well she knew Crow Mountain.  She’s been doing rituals up there since she was a young teenager and swore she could find her way around with her eyes closed. Yet on the night she tried to kill Emmy, she couldn’t understand how she’d gotten so lost.  Jace found her incoherent, unable to tell right from left.”  Cammie gave him a direct look.  “I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that?” 
 
    Paul sat back in his chair and slowly took a sip of his tea.  “You ever read Shakespeare?” he asked. 
 
    “The only Shakespeare I know is in Tudor Montgomery’s Shakespeare in the Woods Inn on the other side of town.” 
 
    “There’s a line in Hamlet that’s always been my favorite.  Pretty much explains my own viewpoint.  ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  He would say nothing more. 
 
    Life slowly returned to normal, its ebbs and flows moving to the rhythms of the season. The snows began to melt, although there were still wide patches here and there, seemingly unwilling to quite let go of their hold. 
 
    Two weeks after the events on Crow Mountain, Cammie awoke from a deep sleep.  She groggily looked out the window that faced the bed and saw the first vestiges of light.  Beside her, Jace was lowly snoring, his hand lightly resting on her thigh.  She hated to awaken him, but something had pulled her out of a sound sleep.  Listening, she heard the distinct sounds of someone walking on her porch outside the cabin.   
 
    Surrounded by dense forest, and with mud season just starting, the easiest way to reach her property was by vehicle. She couldn’t be sure she hadn’t heard a car or truck, but once again, she heard the unmistakable clop clop of boots walking near her front door.   
 
    Slowly and carefully climbing out of bed, she shivered in the cold air, despite the flannel pajamas and woolen socks she wore.  The fire had gone out in her Franklin stove and it must have been around 50 degrees inside the cabin.  Glancing back and seeing Jace was still asleep, Cammie tiptoed over to where her uniform hung on a peg.  She withdrew her pistol and padded out into the living room.  Her boots were up near the stove and she slipped into them.  She then made her way to the side of the large picture window and peeked outside, making sure she didn’t create a silhouette that someone could take a pot shot at.  With the apprehension of Beth, and Jace back in her life, all was right in Cammie’s world.  Who would want to shoot her was beyond her.  But there was no sense tempting fate, just in case she had unknowingly pissed someone off. 
 
    It was still gloomy outside.  She could just make out shapes of the trees, the two vehicles parked in the driveway and the utility shed across from her porch.  She scanned the area, wondering who could be out there at this time of the morning.   
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw some movement near her Explorer.  She held her breath, then let it out slowly when she saw a deer step out into the open.  She whistled lowly when she saw the rack of antlers on him. 
 
    “Aren’t you a beauty?” she said aloud to herself. 
 
    She watched as the buck picked his way through the snow, skirting along the frozen shore of the pond until he disappeared through a path only he could see into the forest. 
 
    Cammie remained watching a bit longer, finally deciding it was the deer she had heard outside.  Breathing a sigh of relief, she went into the bedroom and replaced her weapon in its holster.  She thought of climbing into bed, but she was now wide awake.  Instead, she went back out in the kitchen, got the stove going, removed her boots and set about making a pot of coffee.   
 
    Twenty minutes later, she was seated in her father’s old recliner, an empty cup of coffee in her hands, lulled to sleep by the heat of the stove.   
 
    Suddenly her sleep was shattered again, this time by the sound of heavy banging on her front door. 
 
    “What the--” She cried out as she instantly sprang to her feet.  She ran towards her holster and collided with Jace. 
 
    “What the--” He grumbled as they both fell back against the wall. 
 
    “Open the door!  I need to talk to you!” 
 
    Cammie and Jace exchanged confused looks.  “That sounds like Doc,” she said. 
 
    “It does. And he doesn’t sound happy.” 
 
    “When is he ever happy?” she said as she turned and opened the front door. 
 
    Doc brushed past her and stomped inside.  He was dressed in an oversized parka, his knit cap pulled down to the rims of his gold wire framed glasses.  He took off his cap, leaving his ginger hair standing on ends. 
 
    “A man could freeze out there by the time you answer the goddamned door!” he groused. 
 
    “What do you expect when you just about break down my door at--”  She looked at the clock on the microwave in the kitchen – “six in the morning.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” 
 
    “It’s Sunday.” 
 
    He appeared nonplused for a moment.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Jace asked.    
 
    “Pack your bags, Cammie.  You’re coming to Allagash with me.” 
 
    “Allagash?  As in Allagash, Maine?” she stammered. 
 
    “Yes.  We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.  My aunt has been murdered and I need your help.” 
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been studying shamanism for over twenty years and have personally witnessed much of what I describe in these pages as Paul’s abilities.  However, I do have to admit, I did exaggerate his ability to manipulate people’s sense of direction. 
 
    The ayahuasca ceremony does exist and is very sacred to the Peruvian people.  I borrowed some of its properties for the salvia timor, especially the need to have an experienced shaman present to guide you through the visions the plant induces.  Alas, salvia timor exists only in my imagination, though the use of plants used by shamans to induce vision work, and a connection to the world of spirit is prevalent in many cultures.   
 
    A writer works alone, but always has the intended audience peeking over his or her shoulder.  I hope you’ve enjoyed this latest entry in the Twin Pond series.  It is so important to those of us who write to hear from you, the reader.  Reviews are vital, so if you liked Murder by Misadventure, please stop off on Amazon or Goodreads and leave a review.   
 
    Please visit my website and sign up for my newsletter where I promise only to email you to let you know of any releases or giveaways. www.btlordwriter.com 
 
    I offer a free novella featuring Cammie and the gang through my website.  Who doesn’t love a free book? 
 
    You can also visit my Facebook page 
 
     (https://www.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/)  
 
    I’d love to hear from you. 
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    A sneak peek at the next installment of 
 
    The Twin Ponds Mystery Series 
 
      
 
    A Perfect Case of Murder 
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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Allagash, Maine 
 
    Mid-April 
 
      
 
    Win Sackett slowly made his way down the well worth path that snaked its way through the dense forest. He’d been walking this trail ever since he was a young child; hard to believe that was seventy years ago. Although life had buffeted him about, he always took comfort that these woods had been here before he’d been born and, God willing, would be here long after he was gone. There was a permanency here that he’d never found anywhere else. The world had changed much since his birth, but these woods never did.  They remained the same, an oasis of solace, away from the craziness of ‘out there’.   
 
    He paused for a moment to catch his breath beside an old oak where, as a young man, he’d carved his initials along with those of Darla, the girl he eventually married. Reaching up with his gnarled finger, he gently traced the faded letters, chuckling at the memory of that long ago summer day.  The chuckling brought on a bout of coughing that brought his lightheartedness to an end. 
 
    Damn it, he used to be able to sprint down this path and never think twice about it.  Now, his knees ached, his hands shook from palsy, and he found it difficult at times to control his breathing.  But until the Grim Reaper decided to make his appearance, Win was determined to complete this errand.  He had to. It was now his responsibility. 
 
    His family had been living in this area since the mid-1800s.  As each generation passed, it fell to the last remaining member to take on the task of caring for those who came before.  Each spring when the harsh weather broke, the snows melted and hints of balmy days appeared, Win took the increasingly arduous journey of walking the mile between his cabin and the small parcel of land that served as his family’s graveyard. There, he tidied up each plot and made any repairs to the tombstones that might not have survived the heavy snows. Then he would perch himself on the large pile of rocks that sat in the corner of the small cemetery and talk to the nearest gravestone.  That was where Darla was buried.  He’d tell her what he’d been up to since he’d visited last fall, how the kids, grandkids and great grandkids were doing out in the world, away from the place they’d grown up in.  He’d tell her he missed her, still loved her and assure her that soon he’d been joining her.  Then he’d haul his old bones up and shuffle back the mile long walk back to his cabin. He’d make this trip several more times before winter set in, wondering each time if this would be his last visit. 
 
    Win shifted the backpack on his shoulder where he carried his pruners, a small shovel, and a repair kit for the stone. Last year, the corner of one of the tombstones had broken off and it took him hours to put it back in place.  He hoped he wouldn’t find any more broken stone this year. He wasn’t sure he had the stamina, but he’d feel guilty if he left it broken -- an affront to the ancestor buried there. 
 
    The end of the forest was just ahead.  He had one more hill to get over, then the panoramic vista would open up, revealing a huge, rolling meadow. In the distance, he’d see mountains and a stream meandering through the landscape. In the past, this had been one of his favorite views. He would sit for hours in the graveyard and just stare at the magnificence of nature.  But now the scene was ruined by a cabin, barn and paddock that had been built four years before.   
 
    He still shook his head in sadness and a tinge of anger. 
 
    In order to pay off some large tax bills, his brother, just before he died, sold off much of the family land, including the plot where the family cemetery was located.  It had been bought by a woman from Boston, who’d immediately proceeded to put up a luxurious cabin and barn for her chickens, ducks, goats and mare.  
 
    Win had been furious, but by the time he found out, it was too late. He’d descended on the woman and although he found her cold and impervious, he did at least manage to extract an agreement that she would allow him to come as often as he wanted to tend the family cemetery.  It was the only concession she made.  Soon stories began to circulate in the small town of Allagash that she was forbidding anyone to trespass on her land, even though locals had been hunting and fishing there for years.  Henry Harding was in outright revolt with the old woman, determined to take her to court over violation of their century’s old right of way. 
 
    Win called her a ‘crispy critter’, one of those environmental types that took the idea of a virgin wilderness too far.  It was said she wouldn’t even allow a twig to be taken off her property. Nevertheless, so far he’d managed not to offend her, and he planned to keep it that way.  As much as a proud man like him loathed to admit it, she had him over a barrel.  If he wanted to continue to tend to the family cemetery, he needed to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    The old man was huffing and puffing by the time he got over the hill.  He stopped once more to catch his breath and let his eyes wander over the meadow, pointedly ignoring the woman’s cabin that lay to the left of the trail.  Thankfully the family cemetery was to the right, bordering the forest not too far from the path.   
 
    He turned that way now, hoping he wouldn’t need to do too much clean-up.  In the distance, he heard the sounds of something crashing against something else, its eerie echo reverberating around him. 
 
    Bang.  Bang.  Bang. 
 
    He stopped and looked around.  It was then he noticed the gate to the cemetery blowing back and forth in the swift breeze that blew up the valley towards the forest.  The plot was surrounded by an old and rusted wrought iron fence that had been placed there in the beginning of the 20th century.  The gate itself was latched; there was no need for locks since there wasn’t anything of value to steal.  As he approached, he wondered how the gate had come loose.  The latch was tight.  He always made sure it was secure each time he left.   
 
    This could only mean one thing. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    A few yards from the cemetery, he caught sight of something that made him slow his step. Something that was out of place.  Something that didn’t belong. 
 
    He suddenly felt apprehensive. Not afraid, but wary of how this was going to affect his life. His first thought was to turn around and pretend he hadn’t seen anything. He was 78 years old, for Chrissakes.  He didn’t need any disruptions.  And this promised to be a doozy.  Yet, being the man he was, Win pushed himself forward, praying that what he was seeing wasn’t quite what he was seeing. 
 
    He walked through the gate and stood for a long time, staring down at the tombstone in the oldest part of the cemetery. He didn’t need to read the epitaph – he knew it was the grave of the founder of the family in Maine.  However, it was what was lying beside the gravestone that made him uncharacteristically curse under his breath. 
 
    A pair of bright red Wellingtons looked vaguely obscene in the muddied patch of snow.  What struck Win as even more obscene was the body still attached to them. 
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