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      “She should just shoot him!”

      The vehemence of the statement took me by surprise. It wasn’t just the veracity of the words – but the person who was saying them, as well.

      “Who are we talking about?” I wracked my brain trying to remember what we had been idly chatting about mere moments before. The problem is, when I’m talking with Edith, I try to tune out rather than in. She has a tendency to ramble, and I have a tendency to zone out. It’s a dangerous combination.

      Edith sent a disdainful look in my direction. With her sharp features and severe bun, she looked like a disgruntled nun more than anything else. The clothes didn’t help. Her vintage pencil skirt hit the mid-calf length and her crisp white shirt was buttoned up to the very top.

      “Don’t you ever listen to me?” Edith whined.

      Not really. “Of course,” I lied. “I was just focusing on the files for a second. I’m sorry.”

      Edith sniffed. She was clearly still put out by my lack of attention. “I’m talking about Sonny.”

      “Who’s Sonny?”

      Edith emitted what could only be described as a disgruntled growl. “Sonny Corinthos,” she seethed.

      “Did he just move to town?” I’m often lost during conversations with Edith – she meanders from topic to topic at a fantastic pace – but this was ridiculous.

      “He’s not real,” Edith practically bellowed as she gestured emphatically toward the television.

      I glanced up from my place on the floor. I was sitting cross-legged and I had about twenty different files opened and scattered around me. The two of us were in the file room at The Whistler, Hemlock Cove’s lone weekly newspaper. We were looking for a list of the area’s haunted houses and corn mazes – which I had accidentally lost. I was hoping beyond hope I’d just shoved it in another file and not actually misplaced it for good.

      When my gaze rested on the television that was perched on the countertop, I realized Edith was talking about a character from her soap opera.

      “He’s the mobster, right?”

      Edith nodded. She’d become distracted by the television again. “In my day, young lady, you didn’t worship mobsters and treat them like heroes. In my day, the true heroes were the soldiers risking their lives for our country ... and professional baseball players.”

      I internally snickered. Edith always did have a soft spot for professional athletes. Baseball and golf, that is, never basketball and football.

      “If you don’t like him, why are you watching?”

      Edith seemed to consider the question seriously for a second. I found it entertaining that she was giving a query about fictional characters on a daytime soap as much thought as she would one about the history of women’s suffrage. I didn’t give my laughter any volume, though.

      “I just think the show would be better without mobsters as heroes,” she finally said. “It is called General Hospital, after all.”

      “There’s a lot of other stuff you could be watching,” I suggested. “There are whole channels dedicated to cooking shows – if you’re bored, that is.”

      “Young lady, when you get to be my age, you’re always bored,” she said. “Why would you think I would want to watch a cooking show? It’s not exactly a talent that I can utilize.”

      This was true.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      Despite myself, I found I couldn’t stop glancing up at the television, though. “Who is that blond guy?”

      Edith smiled to herself at my question. “That’s A.J. He came back from the dead a couple of months ago.”

      “And why is he fighting with that little guy?”

      “They share a son.”

      “Oh, they’re gay?” Soaps were getting more and more progressive.

      “No. Sonny stole A.J.’s son and raised him as his own.”

      “Huh. I could have sworn they were gay given the hair gel issues they share.”

      If Edith got my humor, she didn’t let on. Instead, she’d apparently decided to ignore my soap opera commentary. I didn’t blame her.

      After a few more minutes of shuffling through folders, I found what I was looking for. “I found it,” I crowed.

      “Good for you, dear,” Edith said absentmindedly as she distractedly waved me off. She was fully entranced with the soap again. It was probably because the two men in question were arguing shirtless. It was a little distracting.

      I packed the files back up and carefully placed them in their proper positions in the file cabinets and then took the small stack of papers I’d been looking for back out into the empty newsroom. I’m one of only two full-time employees at the paper – and we work different shifts – so we don’t overlap all that often.

      Hemlock Cove is a small town in northern lower-Michigan. About twenty years ago, seeing the writing on the wall when it came to the town’s survival in a flagging economy, the town officials decided to do something drastic. They rebranded the village as a tourist community that appealed to paranormal enthusiasts. I’m not making it up. Honest.

      Hemlock Cove was a beautiful small town, after all, but it had no manufacturing base to build an economy on once the local tire factory shut down for good. That left the people in the area with a tough choice: Stay behind and struggle or move on.

      Essentially, with the rebranding effort, town officials thought they would be able to sell Hemlock Cove as a vacation destination for the horror movie crowd. A lot of the townspeople voiced their concerns – but their religious objections ended up taking a backseat to the town’s survival. It was fake, after all. They convinced themselves it was no different than a movie.

      The town is unique, even for Michigan. We had minor access to Lake Michigan and a quaint downtown that was more cobblestone than asphalt. Some of the older Victorian homes in the area were turned into bed and breakfasts while many of the shops were converted into kitschy herbal remedy stores and porcelain unicorn peddlers.

      Because of the town’s location, we also had a local resort that was thriving – as long as it was during the winter for skiing or the summer for golfing. Luckily, given the location of Hemlock Cove, the fall was also a busy time thanks to the ever-changing color of the expansive forests that swallowed the small community.

      In essence, the town had turned itself into a little Salem, Massachusetts – and they did it without burning anyone at the stake. At least to my knowledge, that is.

      Enough about the town, though. Let me introduce you to myself. My name is Bay Winchester – and I’m a witch.

      After what I just told you, I would wager you think I’m a “witch” to fit in with the town’s rebranding.

      The truth is, though, I really am a witch. My whole family is full of them. We’re not dark witches, with warts on our noses and conical hats on our heads, who ride around on brooms. We’re also not good witches who dress in some satin concoction that’s akin to Pepto Bismol and bless people with sparkly wands either. No, we’re the kind of witches who draw our power from the earth. We don’t curse people – unless they really deserve it – and we don’t bestow wishes like fairy godmothers. I guess it’s fair to say that we’re all Earth witches – not wicked witches.

      You might ask yourself what it’s like to be a real witch in a town that glorifies witches. You would probably think it’s great. Well, the truth is, it’s not.

      Not only does everyone in town know my family is inundated with actual witches – but they also wish they could burn us at the stake. No joke. Okay, maybe it’s a slight exaggeration. They don’t want to burn us at the stake; they just want to chase us with pitchforks.

      It’s often said that people fear what they don’t understand. The town understood that it had to rebrand itself – and the best way to do it was find a niche and go with it. Sure, they picked a supernatural niche – and it paid off. That didn’t mean they were going to embrace the actual witches in the town, though. Fake witches are good, real witches are bad.

      That’s why, after I graduated from college, I moved down to Detroit to be a ‘real’ journalist. For a couple of years, I fed off the violence and non-stop action that the city offered. I perfected my craft and embraced the urban atmosphere.

      I loved the city – but I often felt my heart being pulled back to my country roots. Then, the economy bottomed out, and I found myself on the unemployment line. I tried to stay in the city as long as I could, but there were no jobs to be had.

      So, five years ago, I moved back home and started working at a small weekly with an average circulation of 15,000 readers. Some people might think it’s a step down. Me? I just thought of it as a lateral move. There were no exciting murders or ghoulish traffic accidents, but I was home. I felt more settled in the shade of the elm trees that had nurtured me as a child. I didn’t think of it as a loss. It wasn’t really a win, though, either.

      When I was a kid, I was embarrassed by the disdain I felt emanating from the townspeople. I used to think they were just scared of us. And, to an extent, they are. It’s more than that, though. The townspeople fear what they don’t understand, but they also covet what they can’t have. They think we have power – and we do – but it’s not the power they would wish for.

      What they don’t realize, is that sometimes these powers are a curse as much as they are a blessing.

      What I’m truly grateful to the city for instilling in me is a thick skin. The townspeople don’t bother me anymore. They can’t. Now I pretend I don’t hear their whispers – and mostly I don’t. I take power from their disdain. I have become what they truly fear – empowered.

      Of course, I’m also ridiculously co-dependent where family is concerned and often browbeaten into doing something stupid by a well-meaning but meandering relative who doesn’t know any better. We’re like Duck Dynasty – without the millions and the non-stop hunting. Oh, and the rampant sexism, of course.

      “Bay,” Edith had wandered through the open door into my office. The nameplate on the front door said “editor.” The truth is though, in a paper this size, I was an editor, photographer, editorial assistant, and reporter all rolled into one.

      “Is your soap over?”

      “Yes,” Edith replied. “I just wanted to make sure you found everything you were looking for.”

      Now she cared? “Yes, I found it.”

      “Is that going to be the main story on the front page this week?” Edith was looking over my shoulder as I compiled the list.

      I grimaced as I nodded. Only in a small town can you get away with a roundup of holiday happenings and call it a banner story. Small towns may have their perks, but they have their weaknesses, too. The sad thing is, the town would revolt if I didn’t publish the annual list – and I had to keep the advertisers happy.

      Edith must have read my mind. “Don’t worry. People like these kinds of stories.”

      “I don’t have much of a choice,” I admitted ruefully. “I can’t manufacture news, and other than Nell Towers’ new baby, absolutely nothing of note happened in Hemlock Cove this week.”

      “Well, a list of haunted houses and mazes is just what everyone needs to get them into the spirit,” Edith said cheerfully. “People love that sort of stuff.”

      “They do,” I nodded.

      Edith bit her lower lip as she thought about the statement she had just uttered. “Do you like that stuff?”

      “What stuff?”

      “Haunted houses and corn mazes?”

      “As long as they’re done tastefully,” I admitted.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, I don’t like it when it’s overly gory – or when they use chainsaws. I hate it when they use chainsaws. They freak me out – even though I know they can’t really hurt me.”

      Edith looked horrified.

      “Chainsaws? Why would they use chainsaws?”

      “You know, to dismember people.”

      Edith had turned as white a sheet – which was an impressive feat.

      “And they let children go to these?”

      “I don’t think all parents take their children to them,” I cautioned.

      “Just the bad ones?”

      “Just the more adventurous ones,” I clarified.

      “Well, I think it’s downright ghastly,” Edith announced. “Making fun of death is not funny.” Edith started to flounce out of the room and then stopped. “I should know,” she added as she floated through the wall. “It’s no fun being a ghost.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I doubted she had much fun when she was alive, either.
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      I didn’t stick around The Whistler for too long after Edith’s outburst. I was used to her histrionics. There’s nothing worse than a high-strung ghost.

      I had met Edith when I started working at The Whistler. You might think meeting a ghost would be traumatizing. It really isn’t. Ghosts are just like people, really. You have good ones and you have bad ones.

      I’d been able to see ghosts for as long as I can remember – so it didn’t seem odd to me. As a child, I would hold entire conversations with them out in the yard – never realizing I was the only one who could see them. It made me the weird kid in class – I was likened to the strange girl who sat in the back corner eating her hair – but at home it was a coveted “gift.”

      The witches in my family embrace the weird – and I was definitely weird. Still, in the grand scheme of things, we were pretty harmless. Okay, sometimes we get a little rambunctious – and the older generation of the Winchester witches does get a perverse pleasure from scaring people – but in general we’re pretty normal. I just happen to be able to talk to ghosts. The technical term is post-cognitive – but I don’t really think in technical terms. I just have the ability to see more people – or what used to be people – than everyone else.

      As I wandered down Main Street in downtown Hemlock Cove, I breathed in the crisp autumn air and exhaled slowly. I always needed to cleanse my aura a bit after being with Edith. If you’re not careful, a ghost can actually darken your aura. Not on purpose, of course. Edith isn’t a bad ghost. She’s just wrapped a little tight. When she died in the 1960s, she had been the relationship columnist at the newspaper. Kind of like Ann Landers. Except, for Edith, all of her advice essentially told women that sex was the work of the devil and it was only good for procreation. She’d been a ghost for almost fifty years – and even though the times had changed, Edith really had not. She looked at my short skirt (anything above the knee is unacceptable) and calf-high leather boots as a call to sin. Since I was the only one who could see her, though, she had to put up with me if she wanted to talk to anyone. And Edith? She loved to talk. She didn’t even care what subject – just as long as she could register her complaints about the world today.

      Hemlock Cove is a small town that looks like it has been untouched by time. That’s deliberate. When the town went the tourist route, the town leaders took out the lone traffic light and tried to hide any hints of modern technology. That doesn’t mean the denizens don’t have laptops – and iPads and iPods – but we just don’t flaunt them. We try to keep the town looking antiquated – for lack of a better word. I actually like the feeling of the town – even if many of the townspeople cross the street when they see me coming.

      The foibles of the Winchester women are well known in Hemlock Cove. The town leaders would never admit that we were the inspiration to turning Hemlock Cove into a “witch” town. We were, though. Most people would prefer the town didn’t have actual witches. In other words, Hemlock Cove treats us like trash. It bothered me to the point of distraction as a child, but I’m used to it now. I still don’t like it, but I’m better equipped to handle it.

      The streets of Hemlock Cove are littered with specialty stores. Mrs. Gunderson – one of the few women in town who embraces my family and doesn’t shun it – runs a small bakery. Mrs. Little, the town’s self-appointed moral compass, runs a small pewter store that has a scary amount of unicorns in it. Mr. Wharton, a kind old man who has a crush on my Aunt Marnie, owns a small hardware store that boasts old-fashioned reeves and scythes in the front window – even though he sells the normal nails and hammers you would expect inside.

      The town is really an entity of its own – and I love it.

      I made my way to the corner of Cauldron Court (yes, all the streets have ridiculously cheesy names) and found myself outside Hypnotic. Hypnotic is brightly painted – purple with yellow trim – and has a low-hanging eave that is decorated with a variety of different hanging vines (which were now starting to wither in the autumn weather). The hand-painted window promised Tarot readings, the biggest selection of herbs in town and a variety of power crystals for the practicing Wicca. There was also a handmade wooden sign that boasted, “If you want to curse someone, we can help.” I smiled to myself. That was new.

      When I entered Hypnotic, I heard the familiar clang of the wind chimes hanging by the front door and felt a sense of calm settle over me. I was comfortable in this environment. It was as much of a home as my actual home was.

      “Welcome to Hypnotic, how may we assist you?”

      I looked up and smiled as I saw my cousin, Clove, enter the main part of the store from the back room – which was set apart by some colorful green curtains.

      “Oh, it’s just you,” Clove sighed.

      “Good to see you, too.”

      “Sorry, I’m just cutting herbs in the back. If I knew it was you I wouldn’t have stopped what I was doing. I don’t want to forget what I’m doing. It would be a disaster if I mixed up the Agaric and Ague Root.”

      Since Agaric was for fertility and Ague Root was for protection, she definitely had a point.

      Clove and I look nothing alike. While I’m fair and blonde, Clove has olive skin and dark black hair. She’s also a whole half a foot shorter than me. While I’m not tall at 5’6”, Clove is downright tiny at 4’11”. She was dressed in an ankle-length skirt – which had sparkly flowers all over it – and a simple black tank top. She looked the part of a witch effortlessly. Since she really was a witch, though, I wasn’t that impressed with her clothing choices.

      “Cool skirt.”

      “Mom made it,” she said simply. Clove’s mother was my Aunt Marnie. She ran a bed and breakfast with my own mother, Winnie, and their other sister, Twila. They were all a lot more adept than we were when it came to sewing – and cooking – and meddling in everyone’s lives.

      I threw myself on the comfortable couch in the center of the store. “How’s business?”

      Despite the herbs in the backroom, Clove joined me on the couch. She could be easily distracted. I had a feeling she was looking for any excuse to get out of work – like always.

      “Pretty good,” Clove answered. “This time of year is our bread and butter.”

      “People like to be scared,” I said.

      “We aim to please,” Clove said brightly.

      “Speaking of which, I like the new sign.”

      Clove smiled mischievously. When she smiles, she has a dimple in her left cheek that comes out to play. Her brown eyes sparkled as they turned to the window sign briefly. “That was my idea.”

      “I figured.”

      “Not everyone thinks it’s a good idea.”

      I pondered it for a second and then shrugged. “As long as you’re not really cursing people, I don’t see what the problem is. I think it’s a good idea. It will bring people in – even if it’s just out of curiosity.”

      “That’s what I said but … .“

      “Don’t encourage her!”

      I shifted my gaze up to the curtains that covered the backroom again and smiled when I saw my other cousin Thistle step from behind them. While Clove and I looked nothing alike, Thistle was a whole other thing entirely. She was taller than Clove but shorter than me. We had a lot of the same facial features, but her hair was cropped short to her head – and dyed bright blue today. When I saw her yesterday it had been red.

      “New color?”

      “It matches my mood,” she said bitterly.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      Thistle stomped around from behind the counter. She was dressed in a pale blue sparkly halter-top that showed off the bevy of tattoos that scattered across her chest and shoulders. I was particularly fond of the blue dahlia on her chest. It just matched her personality for some reason. She was wearing skin-tight ripped jeans, though. She shunned skirts – and only wore them for special events at the store.

      “What do you think is wrong with me?” Much like her mother, Twila, Thistle was prone to exaggerated outbursts. I was used to them. Instead of finding her grim demeanor intimidating, I found it endearing.

      I noticed that Clove was steadfastly studying her fingernails – which she had painted black. Clove and Thistle are as close as sisters – which means they fight like cats and dogs.

      “You don’t like Clove’s sign, I’m guessing,” I said. I was used to their little spats.

      “What’s to like about it? It makes people think we’re evil.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I protested. “Tourists will just think it’s funny. It will draw people into the store. And the town? Half of them already think we’re evil anyway. The other half isn’t going to be swayed by a sign.”

      Clove smirked triumphantly at Thistle. Thistle shot her the finger. Ah, our maturity knows no bounds. “You always take her side,” she grumbled.

      “That’s not true. I just don’t happen to think it’s a big deal.”

      “The townspeople are going to think we’re doing horrible things.”

      “They already think that,” Clove supplied.

      Thistle threw herself dramatically in the chair across from us and leveled a dark glare on Clove. “We don’t have to encourage that type of thinking.”

      “Since when? You purposely mess with them all the time.”

      “I do not!”

      “You do, too.”

      “Whatever.”

      I found it suspicious that Clove had been mostly silent during the argument. We were all equally close to one another – but since Clove and Thistle worked together, she usually got off on arguing with her. She knew a secret.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Thistle quickly averted her gaze. We’re masterful liars when dealing with strangers. When dealing with each other, though? We suck.

      “You’re hiding something.” I can smell a story a mile away.

      “Why do you say that?” Thistle made an effort to meet my gaze, but it was a weak effort.

      “Answering a question with a question is a sure sign of guilt,” I offered.

      Thistle met my gaze solidly. “I’m not hiding anything.”

      Clove finally opened her mouth. “She doesn’t want Marcus to think we’re evil.”

      “Who’s Marcus?” I asked curiously, grabbing a wrapped candy from the end table.

      “He’s no one,” Thistle mumbled.

      “He just bought the livery,” Clove said slyly. She really is evil when she wants to be.

      “The livery? You mean the horse barn?”

      “It’s not just a horse barn,” Thistle barked.

      Ah, I knew where this was going now. “People go there to rent horses to ride around on the trails. It’s a horse barn. Is Marcus that good-looking blond I saw working there the other day?”

      “He’s Mr. Richmond’s nephew,” Clove was clearly relishing doling out information now. “We met him the other day when we were buying feed for the horses out at the inn.”

      “So, Marcus bought the place from his uncle?” I couldn’t help it. I liked watching Thistle squirm, too. She was usually so sure of herself; I couldn’t help but find the sudden reddening of her cheeks funny.

      “Yeah,” Clove said devilishly. “When we went into the barn to pick up the feed we ran into him – and he didn’t have a shirt on.”

      “Impressive sight?”

      “You have no idea,” Clove giggled. “He looks like one of those guys on the fliers for the gym in Traverse City.”

      “He looks gay?”

      Clove snorted. “He’s definitely not gay. He about fell over himself when he saw Thistle.”

      “He was very professional!” Thistle raged suddenly.

      I bit my inner cheek to keep from laughing out loud. “Did he ask you out?”

      Thistle started picking at her frayed jeans distractedly. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Thistle shrugged.

      “I think he’s shy,” Clove answered for her. “Of course, Thistle was so flustered she practically dragged me out of the store before he could really talk to us anyway. She didn’t give him a chance.”

      “You think you know everything,” Thistle said malevolently.

      “He was definitely interested,” Clove said.

      “How do you know? Did you read his mind?” In certain circumstances, Clove can actually hear what people are thinking. That’s her “gift.” It doesn’t always work, but it is pretty accurate when it does.

      “Let’s just say that the first thing he thought about was what she would look like naked.”

      I giggled despite myself. “What was Thistle’s reaction?”

      “Pretty much the same as his. You could actually feel the temperature rise in the room. I was afraid all that hay would suddenly catch on fire.”

      “You’re making that up!” Thistle argued vehemently. “You can’t read my mind.”

      This was true. No matter how hard she tried, Clove could never read the thoughts of other witches. I turned to her curiously. “How do you know what she was thinking?”

      “You don’t need to be a mind reader to recognize the smell of sex in a room,” she snickered.

      This is true.

      Thistle looked uncomfortable. She kept shifting in her chair. I realized I hadn’t seen her this interested in someone in a really long time. She was more the ‘love them and leave them’ type. I suddenly felt sympathy for her.

      “You could ask him out.”

      “Maybe,” she said noncommittally.

      “You have a reason to go back. We always need feed. I think the aunts are using it for more than feeding the horses.”

      “They’re probably using it for spells,” Clove agreed. “There’s no way four horses use as much food as they order.”

      “Speaking of which, we have family dinner tonight,” I remembered.

      Thistle and Clove groaned in unison. I felt their pain. We all loved our mothers. We all loved our aunts. We all really loved our Great Aunt Tillie – even though we often wondered if she hadn’t gone completely round the bend in recent years. Family dinners, though, were more work than anything else. The women in my family were witches also – obviously – but they were also spastic at times. Much like Clove, Thistle and I, they were ridiculously close. It didn’t help that they ran the bed and breakfast together – and were constantly on each other’s nerves – and at each other’s throats.

      “I wonder what they’ll be fighting about tonight,” Clove wondered aloud.

      “The same thing they always argue about. Who is the best cook, who is the best gardener, who is the smartest …?”

      I smiled to myself as I pictured the scene that was sure to unfold this evening: Utter chaos.

      “We could say we’re too busy to go?” Even as I uttered the words I knew how ridiculous they were.

      “Yeah, they’ll believe that. It’s a small town. They know we’re not too busy,” Thistle said.

      “I like family dinner sometimes,” Clove admitted.

      “I do, too,” I said hastily. “I’m just always so tired from the arguing afterward.”

      “It is exhausting.”

      Thistle fixed a no-nonsense gaze on both of us. “There will be no Marcus talk tonight,” she said. It was a statement, not a plea.

      “Of course not,” I agreed. It was one thing for the three of us to rag on one another. It was quite another thing for the aunts to do it. They would be down at the livery casting love spells before dessert hit the table if they had even an inkling anything was up. It had become the standard between the three of us: No lies for the younger crowd, but nothing but lies for the older crowd. These are wonderful women – don’t get me wrong – but they are the four biggest busybodies you have ever met. They never met a life issue they didn’t want to weigh in on. Or a romantic interest they didn’t want to horn in on.

      “What time are you going up to The Overlook?” Thistle asked me.

      “I still can’t believe they renamed it that after the renovation,” Clove muttered.

      “We tried to tell them,” I said. “We told them that was the name of the hotel in The Shining, but that only made them more resolute. We told them to keep the old name, but you can’t argue with them when they make up their minds.”

      “They think it will make tourists want to stay there.”

      “It’s worked so far,” I admitted.

      “Yeah,” Thistle blew out a breath “It’s still creepy. I expect to see ghosts around every turn, like a self-fulfilling prophecy.” She turned to me expectantly. “You’ve never seen a ghost there have you?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “That’s been our family home since it was built in the 1600s. Witches don’t usually become ghosts.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Clove said. “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know either. I’ve just never met a witch who became a ghost and didn’t move on.”

      “It’s probably because witches usually finish their business before they die,” I said.

      “In the case of our family, it’s usually because witches finish everyone else’s business, too,” Thistle snickered.

      I laughed pleasantly on the outside– but on the inside I shuddered. Wasn’t that the truth?
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      I gossiped with Clove and Thistle for another half an hour before I made my way back to The Whistler. I had to file the holiday happenings roundup before dinner. It wasn’t exactly taxing work, but given the makeup of the town, it was a lot of work. Every business had some sort of event happening over the next couple of weeks and if I missed one, then I would be accused of purposely omitting it.

      It took me about two hours to do the write-up and send it to the layout people via email. The edition would be printed tomorrow, so I had gotten the article in just under the wire. I was happy to see that Edith had apparently forgotten her discomfort with the populace’s fixation on gruesome deaths and was back to being her usual snippy self.

      Thankfully, I was alone in the office this afternoon so I didn’t have to explain to anyone why I was talking to thin air. Usually, I just told the handful of part-time workers who filtered through the newsroom that I was talking to myself and planning the latest edition of the newspaper. I’m not sure – given the stories that flew around the town regarding my family – if they believed me. I really didn’t care, though. I was beyond worrying what other people thought about me. The city had taught me that.

      When I was sure everything was set – and I’d marked the mockups accordingly and left them on the paginator’s desk – I left the office. I had about a half an hour before dinner and if I wanted to make it to The Overlook in time, I would have to hurry. Lateness was frowned upon in the Winchester house. So was swearing, burnt dessert, and sarcasm, quite frankly.

      I had walked to work that day. It was only a mile and I wanted to enjoy the fall colors and warm weather while I still could. When the snow hit, walking wouldn’t be an option. The town was beautiful in the winter, with all the twinkling lights and decorated Christmas trees, but even when plowed, the roads were largely impassable.

      The Overlook is the biggest house in the county. It’s an old Victorian that the Winchester family built in the early 1900s. Actually, to be fair, it started out as a ramshackle shack long before that, only taking on a life of its own as the family grew. It has grown throughout the years, with each generation adding something new to the house. Now it boasts twenty guest rooms, a four-bedroom core where the family resides, a huge greenhouse and adjacent stables. There’s also a large guesthouse on the premises where Clove, Thistle, and I reside together. It’s not technically part of The Overlook – but that doesn’t stop my mom and aunts from coming and going from the guesthouse whenever they see fit. We can’t really complain, either, since we live there rent-free. The lack of privacy is disturbing, though. Thankfully, the aunts only make their presence known about once a week – just long enough to comment on our housekeeping skills.

      When I got to The Overlook, I stopped at the guesthouse long enough to drop off my purse. Thistle and Clove weren’t there, so I figured they had already made their way up to the main house without me.

      When I got to the main house, I let myself in through the back door. A few months ago, the house had undergone a massive renovation to make the core of the house – where my family resided – more separate from the rest of the building. After the renovation, the aunts decided that they needed to rename the property. Hence, they now live in The Overlook.

      The family living quarters are located at the back of the house and include four bedrooms, a living room, a library and a warm den where my mom and aunts take their evening tea – and gossip sessions. The family living quarters are attached to the rest of the inn via a stairwell and through the large kitchen.

      When I entered the house I couldn’t help but smile when the tantalizing smell of stuffed cabbage hit my nostrils. My favorite. My family may be out there – but there are no better cooks in the county. If you hear them talk, there are no better cooks in the world. They might be right. I never told them that, though. I didn’t want to encourage them.

      I could hear the steady stream of chatter from the adjacent kitchen. Everyone must be in there, I figured.

      “You’re late,” my mom admonished me when I entered the warm room.

      I looked up at the clock on the wall and sighed. “One minute is not late.”

      “It’s not on time.”

      My mom, like her sisters, is short. She’s about five feet, three inches tall and still has the same blonde hair she had when I was a kid. She claims it’s natural – but I have my doubts. I never voice those doubts out loud, though. I know exactly how that conversation would go.

      Clove was sitting on the counter munching on a cookie. Her mother, Marnie, was standing on the floor in front of her with her hands on her hips and glaring at her disdainfully. “Who taught you to sit on the counter? That’s what heathens do.”

      Clove sighed dramatically and hopped off the counter. Standing next to her mother, the resemblance was startling. Marnie was the same height as her daughter – and she had the same expansive bust. Like my mom, her hair seemed untouched by time. I knew for a fact she dyed her hair, though. I’d seen the empty dark dye bottles in the trash. Marnie owned her color jobs, though.

      My Aunt Twila was stirring something on the stove as she talked to Thistle. “Blue dear? I don’t think it’s flattering to your coloring.”

      I could see Thistle bristle at the comment. She was fighting the urge to argue with her mother. She knew it was a fruitless endeavor. We all knew that. That didn’t mean we didn’t engage in fruitless endeavors from time-to-time – or from minute-to-minute, for that matter.

      I stifled a smile. My Aunt Twila’s hair had always come out of a bottle for as long as I had known her. A bright red Ronald McDonald bottle. She had the same coloring as my mother and I had – that Thistle had naturally – but she never embraced it. She liked to be different. Her hair, much like Thistle’s, was cropped short. Marnie and my mom had chosen to keep their hair longer – and they often swept it up in messy buns to keep it under control. Twila never had that problem.

      “I like the color,” Thistle argued.

      “The color is fine in a blouse – not on you though, it washes you out – but it’s not okay for hair. Hair should be natural.”

      “Your hair isn’t natural.”

      “My hair is natural for me.”

      “Maybe this is my natural color.”

      Twila regarded her daughter contemplatively for a second. “No, dear, it’s not.”

      I pulled Thistle away from her mother before she could say the words that were dying to come out of her mouth. I didn’t want the yelling to start until after I had gotten the stuffed cabbage in my stomach to sustain me.

      “How was work today?” My mom asked.

      “Fine. Same old, same old.”

      “And how is Edith?”

      “The same.”

      “So she’s still a frigid old biddy?”

      Every head in the room turned as my Great Aunt Tillie entered the room. If Marnie and Clove were tiny, Aunt Tillie was miniscule. She was four feet, eight inches of raw power – and general disdain for everyone. She reminded me of a hobbit – without the hairy feet. Actually, I don’t ever remember seeing her feet – so it was entirely possible they were hairy. She had dark hair and olive skin like Marnie and Clove – while her sister, our grandmother, had been blonde and fair before she died a few years ago. She had long ago given up the battle to keep her dark hair intact, though. She’d embraced the gray a long time ago. I didn’t actually remember her without the gray hair. I had seen pictures, though.

      “She’s not a frigid old biddy,” I argued. “She’s just stuck in a time long since passed.” Like most of the town, I thought.

      “You forget, I knew Edith when she was alive,” Aunt Tillie pointed a gnarled finger in my direction. “I know who she was – what she was.”

      “And what was she?”

      “She was a nasty woman who tried to ruin my life.”

      I sighed heavily. Here we go.

      “She tried to steal your Uncle Calvin from me, you know?”

      My Uncle Calvin had died thirty years ago and my Aunt Tillie still acted like he was going to come through the door at any time. He had died before I was born, but from all the stories I had heard, he was a wonderful man. How he put up with Aunt Tillie was a mystery to us all. I loved the woman, but she was mean – and she could hold a grudge like nobody’s business.

      “Well, I’m not sure I believe that,” I started to argue with Aunt Tillie. We were like oil and vinegar. All of our interactions always evolved into an argument – and sometimes a slap fight.

      “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “No. I’m just saying that maybe you are exaggerating.”

      “I don’t exaggerate.”

      Thistle and Clove snorted. Aunt Tillie turned on them with speed that belied her eighty-five years. Thistle and Clove immediately stifled their reactions. They were more scared of Aunt Tillie than anything else – including wild animal attacks and mismatched socks. They were in self-preservation mode. Aunt Tillie was more ferocious when cornered than any animal ever could be.

      “She used to bring your Uncle Calvin cookies all the time,” Aunt Tillie had turned back to me.

      “Was she naked when she brought him the cookies?”

      Aunt Tillie looked scandalized. “Of course not.”

      “Than why do you think she was trying to steal Uncle Calvin?”

      “Why else would she make him cookies?”

      “Maybe because she knew you couldn’t cook.” I hadn’t meant to actually say it out loud, but I did. The truth was, while my mom and aunts were accomplished cooks – kitchen witches each and every one of them, like my grandmother – Aunt Tillie was known as something of a disaster in the kitchen. She couldn’t boil water – and when she tried, she burned it.

      “I can too cook,” she growled. “I just choose not to. I’m an old lady. I shouldn’t have to cook.”

      The truth is, Aunt Tillie is only old when she doesn’t want to do something. When she wants to do something dangerous – and we remind her of her age – she tells us she’s old, not dead.

      “Fine, she was after Uncle Calvin. It obviously didn’t work.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” she huffed. “The only thing that stopped her was the fact that she was murdered.”

      “You didn’t do it, did you?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then how do you know she was murdered? I thought she was found slumped over her desk and everyone thought she had a heart attack?”

      “I never believed that,” Aunt Tillie sniffed. “And that was before I knew she was a ghost.”

      Aunt Tillie was post-cognitive, too. She could see ghosts and talk to them. “Did you ever ask her about it?”

      “Of course not. Why would I want to help the woman who tried to steal my husband?”

      “I don’t know, to do the right thing?”

      “Have you ever asked her?” My mom was trying to ease the conversation before Aunt Tillie hexed me with some horrible curse. Don’t scoff. She’s done it before. When I was a teenager, she gave me a big zit on the end of my nose right before the prom – I swear it was her. When I was in college, she once made it so I could only turn to my left for an entire week. It made getting to classes a nightmare – and a long ordeal – on a daily basis.

      “I have, but she doesn’t remember anything,” I finally answered my mom. I couldn’t help myself from arguing with Aunt Tillie – but I also didn’t want to try and cover a story when I could only make left turns. People would think I was stranger than I already was.

      “Well, you should help her find out so she can move on,” my mom clucked.

      “I offered,” I admitted. “I don’t think she wants to move on. I think she’s generally happy as she is.”

      “She’s not happy, she’s miserable,” Aunt Tillie admonished me.

      “Maybe she’s happy being miserable? I know some people like that,” I said pointedly.

      Marnie hurriedly ushered everyone into the dining room. I think she was trying to head off a big showdown between Aunt Tillie and myself.

      Clove, Thistle and I helped carry dishes into the dining room – where a handful of inn denizens were milling about and waiting for the meal. One rule that held fast in The Overlook was that dinner was served at 7 p.m. sharp – and everyone ate together. If you wanted food before or after that, you were just fresh out of luck. Despite that, the legend of the Winchester women and their cooking was enough to keep the inn at capacity most of the time. The curiosity factor is enough to draw in a lot of people.

      After everyone had taken their seats – Thistle, Clove, and I always sat together as a show of unity for each other– everyone began passing the dishes around the table. The guests were chatting away happily. They all seemed enthralled with Hemlock Cove – and they couldn’t stop talking about the magic that abounded in the small hamlet. They also couldn’t stop raving about the food – which always made my mom and aunts happy.

      Occasionally, they would ask questions. We had been trained to answer them politely – and honestly.

      “Did you ever have any witch burnings here?” The woman who asked looked to be about twenty-five or so. She was here on her honeymoon. I could tell she just liked the thought of horror. She didn’t really want to hear about any horror.

      “Not to my knowledge,” I answered.

      She looked a little disappointed at my answer.

      “Of course, the records from back in the day were destroyed in a fire in the early 1900s, so there’s really no way for us to know for sure.”

      My mom beamed at my answer. The woman nodded thoughtfully. “They might not have written it down if they did it.”

      “They might not,” Clove said with a smile. “You should never write down your misdeeds.” She’d learned that from personal experience when Aunt Marnie read her diary when she was a teenager. She’d been grounded for a month over the dalliance under the bleachers with the quarterback.

      “That’s for sure,” Aunt Tillie muttered as she sipped from a glass of wine. I frowned when I saw her doing it.

      “I thought the doctor said you weren’t supposed to drink anymore?”

      “Red wine is good for you,” Aunt Tillie argued.

      “Yes, but the doctor said one glass a day and I know you’ve had more than one glass.”

      Aunt Tillie glowered at me. “You mind your own business. All you reporters, you’re so nosy.”

      I thought that was rich coming from any woman in this family, but one look at my mother’s frown told me that pointing that out would be a mistake. Instead, I turned back to the inquisitive woman.

      “What are your plans while you’re in town?” I feigned interest – if only to keep my mother off my back.

      The woman – I learned her name was Emily – seemed to glow under my attention. “We’re going to go out to a corn maze tomorrow.”

      “The one at Harrow's Bluff?”

      “I think that’s where it is. It’s new.”

      “I’m going out there tomorrow to do a story on it.”

      “Maybe I’ll see you there?”

      I smiled brightly at the suggestion, but inside I was hoping I would be able to avoid her. Tourists can be a pain.

      Emily had glommed on to me, though. She monopolized the conversation for the duration of dinner. I continued to answer her questions throughout the meal – and then quietly excused myself to the kitchen when there was finally a break in the conversation. I was surprised to find Aunt Tillie there. I hadn’t noticed her leave the table, which meant she had done it sneakily – and she was chopping up something on the cutting board.

      “What are you doing?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Nothing.”

      “It doesn’t look like nothing.” She had pushed her stool up to the counter so she could reach it easily. She obviously meant business.

      “I’m just chopping herbs.”

      I tried to peer over her shoulder, but she actively tried to block my gaze. That only made me more suspicious. When I finally got a glimpse of what she was doing I grabbed her wrist.

      “That’s belladonna,” I admonished her.

      “So?”

      “What are you planning on doing with that?”

      “I’m putting together a sleeping potion. I’ve been having trouble sleeping.”

      I’d once seen Aunt Tillie fall asleep at a parade, so I knew she was lying. “What are you mixing up?”

      “I told you,” Aunt Tillie wrenched her wrist free from me. “I’m making a sleeping potion.”

      “For who?”

      “None of your business.”

      “I’m telling mom,” I warned her.

      “Go ahead tattletale. You always were a bothersome little pain in the ass.”

      “You could hurt someone with that if you give them too much.”

      “I never use too much.”

      “Just tell me who you’re planning on drugging.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Aunt Tillie seemed to be growing in height as her anger at my interference blossomed.

      “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe I don’t want to see you spend your final years in jail?” Just locked in a home where she couldn’t do any real damage.

      “Since when? You’ve never liked me.”

      “That’s not true. I love you. You’re just always up to something.” That was also the truth.

      “I am not always up to something. That would be you and your two cousins. The three of you were nothing but trouble since the moment you could walk. Before then, you were cute. After that, though? You were always into everything.”

      “That’s what little kids do.” I realized she was trying to distract me. She was good at that. “Who is the potion for?”

      Aunt Tillie let loose with a long-suffering sigh. “I’m just going to put a little in the tea.”

      “What tea? Your tea? Mom’s tea?”

      “Everyone’s tea,” she finally admitted.

      “Why?” I narrowed my eyes as I regarded her.

      “So they’ll go to bed early.”

      “Why do you want them to go to bed early?”

      “So I can get some peace and quiet.” She was lying. She had something else in mind. I just couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Aunt Twila had entered the kitchen and was regarding us curiously. “What are you two doing?”

      “She’s mincing up belladonna to put in the tea.” I don’t like being a tattletale, but I also don’t want Aunt Tillie poisoning the guests. She was unpredictable – and that made her dangerous.

      Twila wandered over cautiously. “Why?” She had grown up with Aunt Tillie so she was understandably nervous around her when she was plotting something. She knew the extent of the damage Aunt Tillie could wreak when she set her mind to it – which was fairly often.

      Aunt Tillie threw up her hands in defeat. “Can’t a body have any privacy in this place?” She clamored down from the stool, cast a disdainful look in my direction – which promised retribution at a later date – and then flounced back out to the dining room, leaving the mess for us to clean up.

      Twila started absentmindedly brushing all of the herbs into the open garbage can on the floor. “I’m worried she’s starting to lose her mind.”

      “Starting?”

      “That woman is our family,” Twila reminded me. She always was the kindest of her three sisters – which meant she was also the most easily manipulated.

      “That doesn’t mean she’s not crazy.”

      Twila regarded the belladonna remains ruefully. “No. She’s definitely crazy. She’s still family, though, and in this family we don’t chastise the crazy, we embrace them and love them for their eccentricities.”

      Truer words were never spoken.
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      With the joys of another family dinner behind us, Thistle, Clove, and I made our way across the property toward the guesthouse. I had told them about Aunt Tillie’s weird behavior in the kitchen – but they didn’t seem as worried as I was.

      “She was just looking for attention,” Clove protested.

      “Yeah, but her ways of seeking attention could leave a body count in her wake.”

      “She wouldn’t do that again,” Clove said.

      “Again? What again?”

      Clove bit her lower lip. I could tell she had let something slip she hadn’t planned to. “We were told not to tell you.”

      “By who?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Everyone,” Clove admitted.

      “What did she do?” I swung around to ask Thistle – but she was caught in her own little world and holding a conversation with herself.

      “Blue washes me out? Blue washes me out? This from a woman who is trying to make Ronald McDonald’s color palette look good. I don’t know why I even listen to her. She drives me crazy. Crazy! She does it on purpose, too. I don’t know why I listen to her! She named me after a remedy for people who drink too much. You were named Bay. Clove was another herb. So she wanted to follow the pack. So what did she do? She looked at a bottle of vitamins – not even an herb really. Okay, it’s kind of an herb – and read milk thistle on it – and thought Thistle was a great name? So how she thinks she can say that my hair looks bad is beyond me.”

      Yeah, there was no talking to Thistle when she got like this. I swung back to Clove expectantly. “What did she do?”

      Clove took a deep breath as she regarded me. “I’m going to tell you, but you can’t, you know, pull a ‘you’?”

      Pull a ‘me’? What could that possibly mean? “I promise. I just want to know what she did.”

      “It happened like eight years ago – when you were in Detroit – so it’s really not a big deal,” Clove cautioned. She was stalling.

      “What did she do?”

      “It really wasn’t a big deal when all the dust settled,” Clove was still hedging telling me. It was driving me crazy.

      “I’m going to wrestle you down and make you eat dirt if you don’t tell me,” I threatened.

      “That hasn’t worked since I was ten,” Clove argued.

      “That’s not true,” Thistle finally piped in. “It worked last year when you borrowed her favorite boots and then lost one – which I still don’t understand how that happened – and then you refused to replace them because you won’t buy leather products.”

      Clove glared at Thistle. “Well, other than that time. You just had to bring that up, didn’t you?” She hissed.

      Like I had forgotten about the boots.

      “I didn’t mean to bring up the boots,” Thistle said sincerely – although I had my doubts that she was speaking the truth. “I just wanted to point out that whenever she makes you eat dirt, you fold like a bad gambler.”

      “Well, at least my hair doesn’t wash me out,” Clove shot back.

      “It doesn’t wash me out! My mom is crazy!”

      “I like your hair,” I admitted. What? I like the color blue. I like purple better. I wonder how she would look with purple hair. Wait. I was letting them distract me. “Back to the subject, though. What did Aunt Tillie do when I was in Detroit that everyone thinks is too bad for me to know about?”

      Clove averted her gaze again. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to tell me.

      “Oh, good grief, it’s really not a big deal,” Thistle finally said. The more they said it wasn’t a big deal, the more I was convinced it was a huge deal.

      “Then tell me what it is,” I challenged her.

      “She poisoned everyone at the Senior Center.”

      Never what you expect. “And how did she do that?”

      “She mixed up some concoction and put it in the coffee.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “She was convinced that they were cheating at euchre and she wanted to teach them a lesson,” Thistle answered simply.

      “All of them?”

      “She was convinced they were all in on an elaborate plan to make sure she always lost at euchre when she was there,” Thistle said.

      “Well, that seems plausible – or not,” I sighed. “And she killed people?”

      “She didn’t kill people,” Clove interjected. “Most of the people were fine. There were only like twelve who had to go to the hospital – and most of them were out within a few days.”

      “And she wasn’t arrested for this?”

      “The chief let it slide when your mom asked him to,” Clove admitted.

      The chief had always had a crush on my mom. Actually, I think he had a crush on Marnie and Twila, too. It all depended on who brought him baked goods that week. “Is that why they still take him cookies and pie every week?”

      “Probably.”

      “Does everyone in town know she did that?”

      “I don’t think they know,” Thistle said. “I think they just suspect. They can’t prove anything.”

      “Well, great, that makes it all better.”

      “Don’t be sarcastic,” Thistle chastised me. “People hardly remember it anymore, especially since she held the autumnal equinox celebration in the buff last year. That hurt a lot more people than the belladonna incident did.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. Yeah, I was one of those people.

      The next day, I was still irritated by the fact that my whole family had conspired to keep a secret from me. Thistle and Clove could tell I was bothered when they handed me my usual cup of coffee in the morning.

      “Just let it go,” Thistle warned me. “You’re not going to get anywhere if you confront everyone and pull a … well, a ‘you.’”

      Why does everyone keep saying that?

      Instead of going to the office, I decided to go straight to the new corn maze on the north side of town at Harrow Bluff. It was opening today and it would be one of the front-page stories in next week’s edition of The Whistler. It’s a small town. Sue me. A new corn maze is the height of sophistication and interest in Hemlock Cove.

      Since it was a corn maze, I dressed in comfortable jeans and a simple top. That’s the one good thing about working in a small town – and being the editor – you can get away with dressing any way you want to.

      It took me about ten minutes to get out to the corn maze – and I was surprised to see that there was already a crowd milling about. Only in Hemlock Cove can a ribbon cutting for a corn maze draw half the town.

      I parked next to the rest of the assembled vehicles, grabbed a notebook from the glove compartment, and exited my car.

      I ran into several people I knew – most weren’t openly hostile to me – and I pleasantly smiled at them. I reminded myself I didn’t care what they thought. Oh, who am I kidding, no one likes being feared – unless you’re Stalin or something. I just didn’t feel the sudden urge to cry like I did when I was a teenager.

      I made my way up to the concession stand and helped myself to a cup of free cider and listened as a couple of townspeople chatted amiably.

      “This is just great,” one of them said. “I love seeing everyone come out to these types of things.”

      “It’s so great,” the other woman enthused.

      I saw them both fix their gaze on me. “It’s even nice that the press managed to come out and report on something good for a change.”

      “When do I report on something bad? Nothing bad ever happens here?”

      The women didn’t answer me. Instead, they shuffled away. I could hear hints of whispers as they left. I could only imagine what they were saying. One of the wicked witches of the Midwest was here and she wasn’t to be trusted.

      I didn’t have long to consider it, though, because my attention was suddenly diverted elsewhere. There were loud, raucous voices emanating from the far side of the corn maze. I couldn’t tell who was speaking – but the voices were definitely raised. I saw two elderly women hurry from that end of the corn maze, and they both looked disturbed.

      “What’s going on?” I asked curiously.

      “Hoodlums,” one of the women muttered. “Hoodlums.”

      I wandered around the corner of the maze and was surprised by what I found. There were four men standing there with open beers in their hands. A couple of them were idly leaning against ornate motorcycles. The men themselves weren’t easily recognizable – what with all the leather they were clad in. I realized pretty quickly that they looked like some sort of gang from a bad movie.

      One of the men looked to be in his mid-fifties – and he was clearly the leader of the little rabble. He was dressed in denim pants, a white T-shirt and a leather jacket that looked to be older than I was. He also had on leather motorcycle chaps over the jeans. He looked like a walking mid-life crisis.

      The other men were dressed similarly and I could see that skulls and crossbones were emblazoned across the back of the jackets. This would be normal in a city setting – but I’d never seen anyone dressed like this around Hemlock Cove. The fact that they were all drinking was even more curious. I’m sure there are people who drink at 9 a.m. in town – they just don’t do it in a public setting.

      What the hell?

      The men saw me looking at them and turned to face me curiously. “Can I help you?” The ringleader asked.

      He was obviously trying to be intimidating. It didn’t work on me. I was doubtful they’d do something to me with the entire town in attendance. “Who are you?”

      The ringleader looked me up and down and smiled slyly. “The man of your dreams?”

      “You don’t look like Chris Hemsworth to me.” I always think before I speak. I can’t help it. It’s a family trait.

      “Who is Chris Hemsworth?” One of the sidekicks asked the question, but I didn’t turn my attention from the ringleader.

      “He’s Thor.”

      I turned to see who had spoken, only to find another leather-clad figure moving toward me. Despite being dressed like his cohorts, he was somehow different. I could tell immediately. He had long black hair, which fell just below his shoulders, and his skin was rich and tan. While his face was sculpted with some very appealing angles, his eyes were his most striking feature. They were ice blue and piercing. I felt a shock pulse through me when my gaze met his. I just couldn’t figure out why.

      “Who are you guys?”

      “Who are you?” The newcomer joined his friends, but his gaze never left my face.

      “My name is Bay Winchester. I’m the editor at The Whistler.”

      “The newspaper?”

      I nodded mutely, swallowing hard. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the newcomer. He was only about six-one – but he seemed to suck all the air out of the field with a very large presence.

      “Why are you here?”

      “To cover the opening of the corn maze,” I found my voice, but it sounded alien to my own ears, almost hollow.

      “This is news?” The newcomer’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He was clearly amused.

      “It is in Hemlock Cove.”

      The newcomer seemed to consider that for a second. Then he extended his hand to me in greeting. “Well, Bay Winchester, I’m Landon.”

      I shook his hand nervously. I still couldn’t figure out why they were here.

      Landon proceeded to introduce his friends. I rolled my eyes when he pointed at Diesel and Gunner in turn. I’m betting those weren’t their given names. They were probably really known as Norman and Myron. When he got to the ringleader, though, I forced my attention to him. “This is Russ.”

      I nodded warily at Russ, who was still mentally undressing me with his eyes. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here,” I prodded.

      “Just wanted to see what all the hoopla was about,” Landon shrugged, accepting a beer from one of his friends and popping the top off it.

      I narrowed my eyes when I saw Landon toss the beer cap onto the ground next to him. I stepped forward and picked up the beer cap and tossed it in the garbage can a few feet away. Landon smirked at my frown.

      “Sorry,” he said simply. “We’ll try not to make a mess.”

      “That would be great,” I said sarcastically.

      The initial shock – okay, rampant physical attraction – I had originally felt was starting to fade. The only thing I was feeling now was suspicion.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Around,” Landon said evasively.

      “Around where?”

      “A little bit of everywhere.”

      “So, you’re from nowhere?” I raised my eyebrows confrontationally.

      Landon chuckled to himself. “I guess you could say that.”

      “Well, that’s great!”

      “Something tells me you don’t actually think that’s great,” Landon smiled winningly.

      “Perceptive.”

      “Maybe we got off on the wrong foot here,” Landon started. Russ interrupted him, though.

      “Why are you so interested in us?” His question was forceful. I could tell he was used to people quaking in fear at his presence.

      “I’m interested in everyone who visits our quiet little town,” I lied.

      “I don’t see you questioning everyone else here,” he said pointedly.

      “I already know all of them.” Well, all the residents, at least. Tourists come and go. There was really no reason to get to know them.

      “You want to know me? Is that what you’re saying? I’m flattered.”

      I let my gaze lower to Russ’ extended beer gut – gross – and then drew it back up to his eyes. “I’m just curious why you’re here.”

      “We just wanted to see what all the excitement was about,” he said.

      “And you brought beer?”

      “It’s a party, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not that kind of party.”

      “Maybe you wouldn’t be so rigid if you had one yourself?” Russ grabbed a beer out of the container at his feet and handed it to me.

      I took a step back involuntarily. I didn’t want him invading my personal space for some reason. “Thanks. I’m good. It’s a bit early for me.”

      Russ shrugged as he slipped the beer back in the case. “Your loss.”

      Even though I was still curious about what these guys were doing here, I noticed that the maze was now open and the crowd was starting to filter into it.

      Landon noticed my attention drift.

      “I have to go,” I said finally. “Welcome to Hemlock Cove – whatever it is that you’re doing here.”

      “Have fun in the maze,” Landon smiled.

      I didn’t answer him as I drifted off to the opening of the maze. Mrs. Little was standing at the opening when I got there. She’d been watching us – and she wasn’t happy by what she saw.

      “Who are they?”

      “They didn’t really say,” I admitted.

      “They look unsavory.”

      “They don’t seem to be doing anything,” I said noncommittally, even though I agreed with her.

      “They’re drinking in the morning,” Mrs. Little said disapprovingly.

      “Keep an eye on them,” I urged her.

      “Oh, I will.” She started moving in their direction purposefully.

      I couldn’t help but smirk to myself as I pictured the conversation Mrs. Little would have with the men. I hoped they had some knowledge about pewter unicorns. They may think they’re scary – but they didn’t know scary. All five-foot-two of it was stomping its way toward them, though. They were about to find out.

      I tried to put the men out of my mind – all of them – as I made my way into the maze. It really was well constructed, I mused to myself. Instead of just the simple walls of wilting corn, they had set up walls throughout the maze that were constructed of stacked hay bales. It forced visitors to stay on certain paths – and not cut through the corn and risk getting lost. They’d even put lights in all the corners so people could take twilight walks after dark. That was a nice touch. The tourists would love it.

      The maze was about a mile long – and there were a lot of turns that took you absolutely nowhere. After about a half an hour, I’d only made it to the center of the maze.

      I stopped to snap pictures with my iPhone camera as I took in the morbid tableau they’d set up in the center of the maze. There were a number of grotesque scarecrows – with one even being crucified on a cross in the center. I moved up to it, snapping a few pictures as I went.

      When I looked up at the scarecrow, I couldn’t help but cringe.

      “This thing is very realistic, isn’t it?”

      I turned to find Emily, the woman from the inn the night before, standing beside me. “It’s gross,” I admitted.

      Emily reached up to touch it and shrank back. “It feels so real.”

      I turned my attention back to the scarecrow. Something just wasn’t right about it. I glanced around at the other scarecrows and frowned. They didn’t look anything like this one. This one had a weird Mardi Gras mask affixed to it. One of those ones with the colored eyes and long, beaked noses. The rest had simple bags with holes cut out for fake eyes. You could see the hay poking out beneath them.

      Emily was equally transfixed as she regarded the scarecrow on the cross. She reached up and touched the Carhart glove on its hand.

      I don’t know why I did it – even as I was doing it my mind was telling me to walk away – but I ignored the warning in my brain and reached over to strip the glove off. I was expecting to find it stuffed with straw – like the other scarecrows. Instead, I saw a real human hand – stained with blood – in its place.

      For a second, I thought the screaming I was hearing was coming from my own mind. I realized, though, that it was Emily and she’d come to the same conclusion I had.

      This wasn’t a fake scarecrow. It was a very real body.
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      Emily’s screams drew a crowd quickly. Despite her horror fascination the night before, she was quickly dissolving into rampant hysterics. I handed her off to one of the teenage boys working the maze who had come to see what all the fuss was about.

      “Take her to the front of the maze and give her some cider to calm her down,” I instructed him. “Don’t let her leave, though.”

      As he moved to walk away, I grabbed his wrist. “And call the chief,” I said in a low voice. “Get him out here right away.”

      The boy looked at me questioningly. “Is that a real body?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know. We can’t touch the body. That’s for the police to do.”

      The boy swallowed hard and then determinedly grabbed Emily and dragged her from the center of the maze.

      I corralled the other two teenage workers who had come to the scene – despite the fact that I felt like I could pass out at any minute – and instructed them to cordon off the center of the maze. “Don’t let them wander in here. They’ll ruin the evidence,” I instructed.

      Both boys listened to me without complaint. I think they were in shock.

      Once the boys had moved everyone out of the center of the maze, I remained rooted to the ground. This wasn’t the first body I had ever seen. I saw plenty when I was covering the police beat in Detroit. I didn’t expect it in Hemlock Cove, though. Even in the rare cases where there was a murder around here – they usually almost always stemmed from domestic disturbances. The bodies never showed up in the middle of a corn maze.

      Despite my initial surprise, I tried to get a good look at the body without getting too close. I didn’t want to ruin any evidence – although, if I had to guess, this would be a nightmare of a crime scene. People had been traipsing throughout the maze for the past half hour. Excluding suspects wasn’t going to be easy – especially for a police force who had absolutely no experience with murders like this.

      The body – how anyone could have mistaken it for a scarecrow was beyond me – was hanging limply. As the temperatures started to climb, I saw that flies were starting to buzz around it. Still, given the fact that they were just arriving now, I figured the body couldn’t have been here all that long.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      I jumped in surprise. I thought I’d been alone with only my thoughts to keep me company. I turned to find Landon had moved up beside me. His gaze was riveted on the grotesque scarecrow.

      “What are you doing here? I told them to keep people out until the police arrived.” I was a little out of my element here. My conversation skills were taking a monumental hit.

      “I just wanted to see if what everyone said was true,” Landon was staring at the body grimly.

      “It’s a body,” I said simply. “I think it’s a male.”

      “I think you’re right,” Landon agreed. “A young man would be my guess.”

      I slid a gaze suspiciously in his direction. “You didn’t do this, did you?”

      Landon frowned. “You think I killed him?”

      “You guys showed up out of nowhere and now there’s a body. It’s convenient timing.”

      “Do I look like a killer?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really know you well enough to say. You don’t look like you belong here, though.”

      “Neither do you.”

      What was that supposed to mean? “I grew up here.”

      “You didn’t always live here, though, did you?”

      “No. I lived in Detroit for a few years. How did you know that?”

      “Everyone out there is freaking out because they’ve never seen a body before. You’re a little too calm.”

      I didn’t tell him I was fighting not to lose my morning breakfast on the evidence in the area and further contaminate the scene. “I’m not calm. I’m composed. There’s a difference. This isn’t the first body I’ve seen, though.”

      “You get a lot of bodies strung up in corn mazes?”

      “That’s not what I said,” I protested vehemently. “I just said that I’ve seen other bodies before.”

      “In Detroit?”

      “Yes.”

      Landon raised a hand and placed it reassuringly on my shoulder. “Well, you’re doing a good job of pretending to be in control.”

      “Someone had to take charge,” I argued.

      “I get the feeling you have to be in control, no matter what situation you find yourself in.”

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought I’d probably been insulted. I didn’t get a chance to find out, though, because I could hear voices coming through the maze. I turned to see Chief Terry making his way through the remnants of the crowd who were still milling about the corridor. “Go out to the front of the maze,” he ordered. “My officers have some questions for you.”

      Chief Terry’s gaze met mine as he entered the cleared area where we were standing. “Bay,” he greeted me with a nod. I saw his gaze wash over Landon. He didn’t speak to him directly, though. Instead, he asked me the question that was clearly banging around in his head. “Who is this?”

      “I’m Landon,” Landon stepped forward to shake Chief Terry’s hand. Chief Terry, who stood about two inches shorter than Landon – and five inches wider – steadfastly ignored it.

      “Who is he?” Chief Terry raised his gray eyebrows as he pointed the question at me, instead of Landon. He was obviously trying to put Landon in his place.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “They were outside of the maze drinking beer before it opened.”

      Landon looked like he wanted to say something but then wisely clamped his mouth shut.

      “Is it really a body?” Chief Terry asked finally. He hadn’t made a move toward the scarecrow.

      “Yeah,” I said. My mouth was dry and the single word came out as a rasp.

      “Do you recognize him?”

      “I didn’t touch the mask,” I said. “I figured you would have a forensic team here to do that.”

      “A forensic team? This isn’t the city.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Chief Terry had exactly three officers at his command. He didn’t have the resources to investigate something like this. “Maybe you should call the state police?” I didn’t want to offend him, but I didn’t want him to bungle this either. Chief Terry had been the head of the Hemlock Cove Police Department for as long as I could remember. That usually entailed citing underage drinkers, random cow tippers and the occasional drunken driver. I don’t think he’d ever seen anything like this before.

      “I already did,” he said, running a hand through his salt and pepper hair. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      Chief Terry moved over to my side protectively. He was still regarding Landon warily. “Why are you here?” He finally addressed Landon directly.

      “I heard the screams,” Landon said.

      “And you wanted to run to the rescue?”

      “Something like that,” Landon muttered.

      “You don’t look like a guy who runs to the rescue of others.”

      “Meaning?” Landon had placed his hands on his hips and was now facing off against Chief Terry aggressively.

      For his part, Chief Terry didn’t look intimidated. He moved around me and stood in front of Landon, placing his own hands on his hips and adapting an equally confrontational stance. “Meaning you look more like the type of guy who causes trouble.”

      “I heard screams and wanted to make sure no one was hurt,” Landon said, casting a sideways glance at me. “I didn’t realize that made me a criminal.”

      Chief Terry slid a questioning glance toward me and realization dawned on his face. “You came in here to make sure she was all right.” Chief Terry jerked his thumb at me when he said the word “she.”

      “I just met him,” I protested.

      Chief Terry ignored me. “She makes an impression, doesn’t she?”

      Landon didn’t answer the question, but a small smile played at the corner of his lips.

      “The whole family does. You should see her mother. And her aunts. Her beautiful mother and aunts. Well, not her Aunt Tillie, not that she doesn’t make an impression," he said hurriedly. Even Chief Terry didn’t want to run the risk of offending Aunt Tillie.

      Landon quirked a smile. “I see you know the family well.”

      “I’ve known her since she was a kid and I don’t like ruffians – especially ones who look like you – sniffing around.”

      “He’s not sniffing around,” I interjected. “I really did just meet him a few minutes ago.” I don’t know why I felt the need to stand up for Landon – but I did.

      Chief Terry was still pretending he didn’t hear me – even though I knew he did. “Why don’t you go join the others out front,” he ordered Landon. “Don’t leave, though. My officers are going to want to interview you.”

      Landon glared at Chief Terry, but he did as he was told. He cast a glance back at me as he left, but he didn’t say anything. I was relieved when I saw him disappear back into the maze.

      “I don’t need you to protect me,” I told Chief Terry, even though I was touched at his concern.

      “That is not the kind of man who you should be spending time with,” he said, his warning clear.

      “I told you – three times now – I just met him,” I snapped. “I’m not spending time with him.”

      “Just keep it that way,” Chief Terry grumbled. “I don’t think your family would like him.”

      “Who do they like?”

      “They like you,” he replied quickly. “And they don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I wasn’t sure about Aunt Tillie, but he was right about the rest of them. “What makes you think I’m going to get hurt?”

      Chief Terry opened his mouth to explain, but he was interrupted by a contingent of state police who were suddenly descending on the area. I wanted to stay and see what they found, but I was ushered out of the area quickly.

      Once I was back at the front of the maze, I found myself surrounded by the townspeople who usually made a point of shunning me.

      “Who was it?” Mrs. Little asked in alarm.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I didn’t see his face.”

      “You’re sure it’s a body, though?”

      “I’m sure.”

      One of the teenage boys who had been in the maze earlier brought me a cup of cider. I thanked him and sipped it mindlessly. I don’t even like cider – and yet it tasted good.

      The police questioned everyone in the area. Most people were released quickly. After about an hour, only a handful of people was left. One of them was Landon. I watched as he made his way over to me.

      “How are you?” He seemed genuinely concerned – and that puzzled me.

      “I’m fine.” I glanced around the front of the maze and realized that his friends were gone. “Where are your little buddies?”

      “They didn’t like all the police, so they left,” he said.

      “Why don’t they like police?”

      Landon shrugged. “Lots of people don’t like the police.”

      “And how do you feel about the police?”

      Landon looked down on me and smiled despite himself. “I think that police serve a purpose.”

      “Have they had to serve a purpose with you before?”

      Landon chuckled. “I get the feeling you don’t trust me.”

      “Why would I?”

      “Why wouldn’t you? Because I drink beer at nine in the morning?”

      That’s as good of a reason as any. “No. I just don’t know you.”

      “So you’re suspicious of everyone you don’t know? You only trust family?” Landon was baiting me. He was trying to get a reaction.

      “Oh, I’m suspicious of my family, too. That’s because I know what they’re capable of, though. I have no idea what you’re capable of.”

      “Maybe you’ll find out?”

      I realized he was flirting with me and felt a rush of warmth wash over me. Then I remembered where I was.

      I turned to see Chief Terry exiting the corn maze. He made his way over to me. “It’s a teenage boy,” he said heavily.

      “One of ours?” I felt as if the air had been knocked out of me.

      “I don’t recognize him.”

      That was a small relief. Not for his family, though.

      “They’re going to get dental records and see if they can identify him.”

      “He didn’t have any identification on him?” Landon asked the question, but Chief Terry directed the answer to me.

      “He didn’t have a wallet on him. They’re still looking around the maze to see if they can find any of his belongings.”

      I swallowed hard. “How was he killed?”

      “He was stabbed in the heart and it was … removed.”

      “Removed?” My eyebrows practically shot off my head. “Why would someone remove a heart?”

      “I don’t know,” Chief Terry admitted. “It’s sick. The state boys say it’s ritualistic.”

      “Like a cult?”

      Chief Terry shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see what they find out. I know about as much as you do right now.”

      “Where will they take him now?”

      “The state lab.”

      We lapsed into silence for a few minutes and watched as the state police wheeled a body bag on a gurney out of the maze. I felt sad for the unidentified boy inside. What a horrible way to die. I could only hope he’d been dead before his heart had been cut out.

      Chief Terry turned back to me briefly. “I’ll let you know what we find out.”

      “Thanks.”

      I started to move away, but Chief Terry stopped me. “Bay, they did say one other thing.”

      “What?”

      “They said if it is some sort of ritual thing, this might only be the beginning.”
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      When I left the corn maze, I was still shaken by Chief Terry’s parting words. Only the beginning? More murders? More teenagers with their hearts cut out? I couldn’t even imagine that. Why here? And why now?

      I found my hands shaking as I drove and pondered what had just happened. This was Hemlock Cove. Things like this weren’t supposed to happen here. The most distressing thing to happen here on a regular basis was gossip.

      I stopped at the paper to see how the layout for this week’s edition was going. It wasn’t exactly rocket science, but it was still important. This was the town’s only source of local information, after all. And, even though the townspeople made fun of the paper, they would be lost without it.

      I went into my office, closing the door behind me, and opened my laptop. I started Googling ritual murders – and was disturbed by what I found. To be fair, my only knowledge on anything like this came from television – basically Criminal Minds and Dateline reruns. The only thing I could ascertain is that there were no set rules for this sort of thing.

      Essentially, two types of people conduct ritualistic murders: Those who thought the devil was making them do those things and those who thought they were doing horrific things because they were actually the devil. Both sounded insane to me.

      Surprisingly, when I widened my search, I found that there were a disturbing number of ritual murders throughout the country that involved removing hearts. Apparently, the heart was the most common organ to be removed. Nice.

      Despite surfing through several websites, I couldn’t find one commonality for why people would take the heart. Some did it as a way to appease certain Pagan gods. Others did it as a trophy – putting it in a jar or on display in their homes. The truly disturbed, I found, actually ate them. And I thought liver was gross.

      I was so engrossed in my work that I didn’t see Edith float through the wall and join me in my research.

      “Why are you looking like that?”

      “A boy was found in the Harrow Bluff corn maze this morning,” I explained. “He had his heart cut out.”

      “That’s awful,” Edith intoned. “Was it done with a chainsaw?”

      “I don’t think so. I think it was done with a simple knife,” I replied. I didn’t know if that was better or worse, though.

      “Was he from town?”

      “They don’t think so,” I said. “No one recognized him. The state police are trying to find out who he is through dental records.”

      Edith’s gaze was focused on my computer screen. “And the police think it was ritualistic? Like a cult?”

      “They don’t know. They think it’s a possibility, though. I was just doing my own research.”

      “Well, I hope that it’s not devil worshippers,” Edith said. “The last thing this town needs is devil worshippers – what with all the witches and everything.”

      I tried not to let her comments hurt me – but it wasn’t an easy endeavor. I knew she didn’t mean me specifically, but since I was the only one in town who could see and talk to her, I thought she would show a little restraint. If only for my benefit.

      Edith didn’t seem to notice my sudden discomfort. Or, maybe she did, and she chose instead to ignore it. “This won’t be good for the town,” she said.

      “It’s not good for anybody.”

      I left the office after another twenty minutes of research and decided to go to Hypnotic to tell Clove and Thistle what had happened. I knew they would never forgive me if I didn’t give them the details myself. Plus, I wanted to get their thoughts on ritualistic murders. I didn’t think they knew any more than I did – but it never hurts to check.

      When I entered the shop, I was surprised to see them anxiously waiting for me. Thistle was even pacing, not even pretending to do work. They both greeted me excitedly.

      “Is what everyone says true?” Clove asked breathlessly. “Was there a body in the new corn maze?”

      I nodded stiffly and sank down on the couch. Thistle brought me a cup of tea, pushing it into my hand. I accepted it absentmindedly.

      “Who was it?”

      “They don’t know. Chief Terry didn’t recognize him. He doesn’t think he’s from Hemlock Cove.”

      “Why would someone kill an outsider and then bring them here?” Clove asked. “Or maybe he came to the corn maze and was killed here instead?”

      “That’s a good question,” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how much I should tell them. Chief Terry hadn’t told me to keep my mouth shut – and he knew I essentially told them everything.

      “How did he die?” Clove asked. She was understandably curious, which I understood, but she was almost excited by the day’s events. I found that disturbing. This was the biggest thing to happen in Hemlock Cove in, well, forever, though. She wasn’t going to be dissuaded from getting the answers she sought.

      “He was stabbed to death,” I finally said. I still wasn’t sure they needed to hear everything. I knew everything – and I knew I would never be able to forget the details, or the sight of that horrible scarecrow.

      “Someone said his heart was cut out,” Thistle offered.

      “Who told you that?” I guess I didn’t have to worry about shocking them with the gruesome story – they already knew most of it.

      “Mrs. Gunderson. She told me when I went to get donuts.” Of course.

      “How did she know?”

      “Everyone in town knows.” Thistle seemed surprised that I would think this would be able to be kept quiet – even for an afternoon. Nothing in this town ever stayed a true secret.

      “How?”

      Thistle shrugged. “I have no idea. It’s a small town, though. They probably all hooked their tin cans together and spread the word.”

      She was probably right. If I had to guess, Mrs. Little was the source of the leak. She never met a piece of gossip that she didn’t like to spread. This would be like Christmas to her – and she would be the center of attention for curious townspeople.

      “Someone said you discovered the body,” Clove said. She was far too into this story. It had become macabre.

      “Technically, it was Emily.”

      “Who is Emily?”

      “That girl from the inn last night.”

      “The one with all the questions? The one who just got married to that annoying guy who wouldn’t stop talking about himself at dinner?”

      “Yeah.”

      Clove and Thistle realized I was still digesting everything I’d seen, so they wisely backed off for a few minutes. They let me sit with my thoughts as long as they could, but Clove just couldn’t contain herself.

      “Was there a lot of blood?”

      I blew out a sigh. “I didn’t see a lot of blood. I just saw his hand and it had a little blood on it. He had a mask on, though, so I couldn’t see his face. He had overalls on, too, so any damage done to the body was hidden.”

      “What kind of mask?”

      “It was one of those Mardi Gras masks.”

      “That’s weird.”

      This whole thing was weird. The mask was the least of my worries.

      “Did you see a ghost?” Thistle asked.

      I stopped at the question and pondered it for a second. “I don’t think so. I wasn’t really looking for one.” I mentally kicked myself. Why hadn’t I been looking? The boy had obviously died a violent death. If anyone was going to come back as a ghost, it would be him.

      “Maybe all the cops scared him away?” Thistle suggested.

      “Or maybe he wasn’t killed there,” Clove offered. This was the second time she had brought up that scenario. I couldn’t tell if she was hoping that was the case or not. I wasn’t sure if the boy dying in Hemlock Cove would ultimately make much of a difference – but it obviously was important to her.

      I nodded my head silently. “That’s possible. Or maybe there’s no ghost at all? They don’t all come back as ghosts.”

      “Do most ghosts hang out where they’re killed? Or do they follow their bodies?” Thistle was genuinely curious.

      “How would I know?” They were starting to irritate me.

      “You’re the one who talks to ghosts,” Clove said rationally.

      “It’s not like I do it on a daily basis.”

      Thistle raised her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Well, except for Edith,” I amended. “And she died in the same place her body was found.”

      “What about in Detroit? You must have seen a lot of ghosts there?”

      I quirked my head as I considered the question. “There’s so many people around there, though, that I probably was seeing ghosts without realizing it.”

      “You didn’t talk to a ghost the whole time you were down there?”

      “No, I did.”

      “Well, where were they hanging out?”

      I pondered the question for a few seconds before answering. “I saw most of them in cemeteries,” I finally said. “At least the ones I knew were ghosts.”

      “So, that means they follow their bodies,” Thistle deduced.

      “I don’t think there are any hard and fast rules when you’re a ghost,” I said, my contempt obvious. “It’s not like they get a handbook, like in Beetlejuice. They pretty much do whatever they want.”

      “She’s probably right,” Clove said ruefully.

      Of course I was right. I’m always right. When will they realize that?

      “I think it probably varies from ghost to ghost,” I added, trying to keep my irritation in check. Why are we discussing this again?

      “I have an idea,” Thistle finally said.

      Oh great. “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Don’t you even want to hear what it is?” Thistle knew I didn’t want to hear what it was, but that wasn’t going to stop her from telling me. I honestly don’t even know why I’m putting up a fight. I’m going to lose.

      “Not really.” I sipped my tea and pretended to look around the store. I refused to meet her gaze. I knew exactly what her idea was going to be – and it was not something I was looking forward to – or something I wanted to entertain at all frankly.

      “I want to hear what it is?” Clove said innocently. Sometimes, when she slips into naïve ignorance mostly, she drives me crazy.

      “No, you don’t,” I admonished her.

      Clove must have finally caught on to what Thistle was insinuating. “Oh, that’s a great idea!”

      “It is not,” I grumbled.

      “You don’t want to know? You don’t want to help him?” Oh, sure, guilt me. That’s a great way to approach the problem.

      I didn’t answer.

      “You won’t be able to sleep if you don’t know,” Thistle admonished me. She knew she had already won, though.

      I knew they were right. I blew out another sigh – I seemed to be doing that a lot today. “Fine, but I’m not going alone.”

      “We’ll go tonight,” Thistle said, rubbing her hands excitedly. She did love a good adventure. We had all tried to find a pirate ship in Lake Michigan after seeing The Goonies as kids. We were almost charged with trespassing, if I remember correctly. I doubted this would be a fun excursion, though. Since we’d been grounded for a month, The Goonies adventure hadn’t turned out all to be that fun either.

      “Why are we going after dark?” Clove protested. Her bravado was slipping.

      “So no one sees us,” Thistle responded sharply. “If someone sees us going there during daylight hours they’ll think it’s suspicious.”

      “And if they catch us there at night? You don’t think they’ll find that suspicious?”

      She had a point.

      “Of course,” Thistle said calmly. “But hopefully no one will see us in the dark.” Yeah, because we’ll suddenly become invisible and able to fly.

      Great. We were going to explore a corn maze, in the dark, in the hopes of finding the ghost of a murdered teenage boy who had his heart cut out. What could go wrong with this scenario? How about everything?
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      You might think going on a secret mission with your cousins sounds like fun. If that’s the case, then I’m telling the story wrong. It’s never fun. The fact that I let Thistle and Clove talk me into it was a commentary on how weak I am – I can never tell them no – or how great their powers of persuasion are.

      I knew all of this going in. Yet, at midnight, I found myself dressed in black and ready to break about three different local laws and ordinances.

      I had to stifle an actual groan when I saw Clove wander out of her bedroom. We’d all agreed to dress in black – although Thistle’s idea of black included a disco sequined tank top – but Clove had actually painted her face like we were about to go hunt and kill something in the woods.

      “What’s with the paint?” I grumbled.

      “We’re all very pale. You should put some on, too. Otherwise, we’ll stand out in the dark and it will be more likely that we get caught.”

      Thistle, usually the voice of reason in a situation like this, grabbed the canister of paint from Clove and immediately started lathering it on her face. When she was done, she handed it to me.

      “I’m not wearing that,” I argued.

      “If you don’t and we get caught, we’re blaming you,” Thistle warned ominously.

      Crap.

      I reluctantly took the canister from Thistle and dabbed a little bit on my face. When Thistle was still staring at me reprovingly, I sighed and followed the pattern the two of them had used. When I glanced at myself in the mirror afterward, I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous we all looked.

      Clove smiled at our reflection in the mirror as she stepped up between the two of us. “We look really cute. We should take a picture.”

      Cute wasn’t the word I was thinking about using – but I didn’t bother voicing that concern. I knew it would get me nowhere. I also wasn’t going to take a picture so the cops could use it at our trial at a later date.

      Clove started digging through her purse and pulled out a black knit hat and handed it to me.

      “Why do I have to wear a knit hat?” I sounded whiny – even to myself.

      “You have blonde hair,” Clove pointed out, like I hadn’t noticed.

      “So?”

      “My hair is dark and Thistle’s is blue. They won’t stand out. Yours will stand out. You have to wear it.”

      “I don’t want to wear a hat,” I muttered.

      “Just put it on and stop being a baby,” Thistle admonished.

      “I’m not being a baby,” I grumbled, pulling the hat on. Clove came over to me and shoved the rest of my hair up under the hat. The look she gave me was daring me to complain. I wisely decided against it.

      “There,” she said when she was finished.

      We had decided that the best way to get to the corn maze was to walk. All of our vehicles were too easily recognizable. It would take us about forty-five minutes to get to the field – but we all agreed that sounded like the safest bet in the long run.

      “Chief Terry may have a crush on all of our moms, but that wouldn’t stop him from throwing us in jail if the state police are there,” Thistle had argued.

      I couldn’t deny that she had a point. Still, I wasn’t looking forward to a 45-minute walk in the middle of the night. Crazy, I know.

      We left the guesthouse and made our way along the cobblestone path at the back of the property. If we avoided the roads, not only would we shorten our trip – but we would also have less of a chance of being captured.

      Most of the residents in the area avoided the back of our property like the plague. The property was gorgeous, mind you, but years ago our ancestors had set up a special clearing in the forest for Pagan festivals. Through the years, our moms and aunts had started throwing solstice celebrations and equinox engagements in the clearing. Depending on how much liquor was imbibed at these celebrations, they often ended up in nude dances under the moonlight. People didn’t risk cutting through our woods anymore. Once you’ve seen middle-aged boobs that big flopping around – you wouldn’t risk it either.

      After leaving our woods, we followed the main road toward the corn maze. Clove wanted to cut across the county’s park – but Thistle and I quickly vetoed that suggestion.

      “We’ll get lost,” I argued.

      “It will be too creepy,” Thistle offered.

      “You guys are no fun,” Clove grumbled.

      In truth, I don’t think any of us really wanted to chance cutting across the land. It wasn’t exactly flat. And if one of us fell and required medical attention, we would have a bitch of a time explaining why we were there.

      During our trek, we chatted amiably with one another. We were always comfortable when we were together – even if we were about to commit a felony. Briefly, I wondered what anyone would think if they saw us dressed like this.

      Once, we saw a pair of headlights heading our way and dived into the ditch to hide. The truck had passed by us quickly, though, and we remained unnoticed.

      “Whew, that was close,” Clove was brushing the dirt off her outfit.

      “It wasn’t that close. We were in the ditch for a full two minutes before the truck passed us by,” I argued. I get crabby late at night – and early in the morning – especially when I’m doing something that I expressly don’t want to do.

      “Still, it could have been dangerous,” Clove said conspiratorially. “What if that was the killer?”

      “That was old Mr. Browden,” Thistle argued. “I recognized his truck. He’s probably going down to the pond to go frogging.”

      Clove wasn’t going to be deterred from her excitement. “We don’t actually know that’s what he was doing. Have any of us actually seen him catch a frog?”

      She had a point. Of course, I didn’t point out that none of us would have the patience to actually sit there and watch him try to catch a frog either. His frog-catching abilities were legendary around town, though.

      When we finally got to the corn maze, we approached the area carefully. We could see the yellow police tape glinting under the moonlight – but everything else was dark and quiet. I scanned the area briefly – looking to see if I could see a hidden police car.

      “Do you see anything?” Thistle asked, clearly doubtful.

      “No. Do you?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s take a quick look around the back of the maze to be sure,” I whispered.

      Thistle nodded silently. We all moved together as a unit. It probably took an extra fifteen minutes to check out the back of the maze, but I think we all felt better once the deed was done. When we were back at the entrance to the maze, Thistle and Clove looked to me expectantly.

      “What?”

      “You go first,” Thistle licked her lips nervously.

      “Why do I have to go first? This was your idea.”

      “You know where you’re going,” Thistle argued, although I could tell, now that we were here, she didn’t think it was such a great idea anymore.

      “She’s right,” Clove said, moving in between the two of us warily. “You know where you’re going. I’ll be in the middle. Thistle, you take the rear.”

      “You always take her side,” I muttered as I reluctantly moved into the corn maze.

      I pulled out the flashlight I had tucked into the waistband of my black stretchy pants and flicked it on.

      “Should we risk having that on?” Thistle hissed.

      “How do you suggest we find our way otherwise? The hay is so tall in there, it will block out the moon and we don’t want any of the hay bales tumbling on top of us. Do you really want to feel your way around – especially knowing someone left a dead body in here less than twenty-four hours ago?”

      “She has a point,” Clove said nervously.

      “Oh, now you’re on my side,” I shot back sarcastically.

      We entered the maze. I could feel Clove’s hand at my back. I had no doubt Thistle’s hand was similarly placed at Clove’s back.

      “How long?” I could tell Clove didn’t think this was such a fun adventure anymore.

      “I don’t know. Like ten minutes,” I said.

      We made the trek to the center of the maze in relative silence. The only time that the quiet was shattered was when we inadvertently stepped on someone else’s foot.

      “Ouch, that was my foot,” Clove complained.

      “You stepped on my foot.”

      “I did not.”

      I was relieved when we finally made it to the center of the maze. Even Clove and Thistle breathed a sigh of relief when we were free of the closed in walls of the oppressive corn and could take a step away from one another. Of course, given the fact that we were sneaking into a murder scene in the dead of the night – none of us stepped too far away from the other.

      “Do you see anything?” Thistle finally asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, we tried,” Clove interjected hurriedly. “Let’s go.”

      I glared at her over my flashlight. “We’re here now. We might as well look around.”

      Clove looked like she wanted to argue – or bolt. Instead, she sighed heavily. “Fine, but I want it put on the record that I think this is a bad idea.”

      “You thought this was a great idea an hour ago,” I teased her.

      “That’s before we started wandering around a haunted corn maze,” she shot back.

      “We don’t know it’s haunted – yet.”

      “Anyone remember watching Children of the Corn?” Thistle asked.

      “Why would you bring that up?” Clove practically shrieked.

      I smiled to myself. I had forgotten how much that movie freaked Clove out.

      “Malachai! Malachai!” I hissed, in my best impression of the creepy kid from the movie’s voice.

      “You stop that right now!” Clove stomped her small foot indignantly.

      “He who walks behind the rows,” Thistle whispered evilly. “He’s coming for you.”

      “I’m telling if you don’t stop it,” Clove whimpered. Who was she going to tell?

      I was swinging my flashlight around the area, trying to remember another line from the movie when the beam landed on a pair of Converse sneakers. I felt my heart lodge in my throat and I froze.

      While Thistle and Clove are often oblivious to certain life cues, they both stopped what they were doing when they saw my rigid posture. Thistle was at my side in a second.

      “What do you see?”

      My throat was dry and I could barely form words. Thistle put her hand on my shoulder reassuringly. “What do you see?”

      “C-c-converse,” I finally squeaked out. “Gray ones.”

      “Where?”

      “In the flashlight,” I said.

      Thistle followed the flashlight beam with her eyes. “I don’t see anything,” she said finally. She turned to Clove. “Do you?”

      Clove looked like the last thing she wanted to do was see if there was someone – or something – wearing Converse in the corn maze. She knew she wasn’t going to get out of here, though, until she looked.

      After a full minute of staring at the area where I had the flashlight pointed, she finally shook her head. “There’s nothing there.”

      Thistle turned back to me. “Do you still see them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s probably him,” Thistle said eagerly. “You said it was a teenage boy. Teenage boys wear Converse.”

      “So do we,” I snapped back.

      “They’re good shoes,” Thistle said comfortingly.

      The figure standing behind the maze wall – the one that clearly belonged to the shoes – finally peeked around the corner to look at the spot we were standing. His gaze met mine, and he appeared uncertain.

      “We won’t hurt you,” I promised.

      “Do you see him?” Thistle was the one enjoying our predicament now.

      The boy swallowed hard and then took a bold step out into the center of the maze. Once he was clear of the maze wall, I could get a good look at him. He had a slight build and shoulder-length brown hair. I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were – but they looked brown under the pale moonlight. He was dressed in over-sized jeans, an AC/DC shirt – everything old is new again, after all – and the gray converse shoes. He also had a black hoodie on. He looked like a typical teenager.

      “You can see me?” The boy asked cautiously.

      I nodded. “I can.” I pointed to Clove and Thistle. “They can’t, though.”

      “They know you’re talking to me, though,” he said. He seemed scared, which made me sad. He was already dead, what did he have to be scared about?

      “They do.”

      “How?”

      “They’re my cousins.”

      “But how do they know you’re talking to me if they can’t see me?”

      Now, here’s a tricky situation. I wasn’t sure if the boy realized he was dead. If he didn’t, I had to break the news to him as carefully as possible. Even if he did, though, I didn’t know if I should fess up to being a witch. Even ghosts get a little freaked out about stuff like that. I decided to go for a mixture of the truth.

      “I’ve been able to see things that other people can’t since I was a kid,” I finally said.

      “Like ghosts?”

      Whew. He knew he was dead. “You know you’re a ghost?” I asked, not trying to hide my sympathy.

      The boy looked shocked. “I’m a ghost? You’re saying I’m a ghost?”

      “Why did you ask if I could see ghosts if you didn’t know you were a ghost?” I asked, suddenly panicked.

      I could see Thistle and Clove taking the conversation in beside me – but neither one said a word.

      “I was just asking a question,” the boy said indignantly. “You don’t just blurt out that you’re a ghost to someone, you know?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said simply. “I thought you knew.”

      The boy blew out a sigh – or at least the approximation of a sigh. He didn’t have breath anymore, after all.

      “I had a suspicion that I was dead,” he admitted.

      I figured that. “Why?”

      “Because I tried to talk to all the police who were here earlier and none of them could hear me. Plus, there was that whole body thing.”

      Yep, that would do it.

      I decided to approach the next question delicately. “What do you remember?”

      “What do you mean?” The boy furrowed his eyebrows in a confused expression.

      “She means, who killed you?”

      I swung to Thistle in surprise. “You can see him?”

      She shook her head. “No. But I can hear him. It was hard to hear him at first, but now I hear him like he’s standing right beside us.”

      I turned to Clove. “Can you hear him, too?”

      “Yeah,” she bit her lower lip. “It’s creepy.”

      “I’m not creepy!” The boy was starting to lose it.

      “No, you’re not,” I soothed him calmly. “What’s your name?”

      “Shane,” the boy answered.

      “Shane what?”

      “Shane Haskell.”

      “How old are you?”

      “I’m seventeen,” he said bitterly.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Beulah,” he said.

      “Where’s Beulah?” Clove looked confused.

      “It’s on the other side of Traverse City,” Thistle interjected. “At least I think. I’ve never actually been there.”

      The boy was nodding at their conversation.

      “How did you get here?” I asked.

      Shane raised his hands in a palms-up motion. “I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember who killed you?” Clove looked doubtful. At least she wasn’t terrified anymore.

      “No,” Shane glared in her direction.

      “Is that normal?” Clove turned to me.

      “Sometimes it takes them awhile,” I said.

      “Will I eventually remember?” Shane asked.

      “I don’t know. I hope so.” Actually, given the way that he died, I wasn’t hopeful that Shane would remember his final moments. Maybe they were too horrible for him to process – and that was why he had forgotten them.

      “Do you think my mom knows I’m dead?” He looked like he was going to cry.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “They didn’t know who you were this afternoon.”

      “She’s going to be all alone now,” Shane said bitterly.

      “I’ll make sure I tell them who you are tomorrow,” I promised Shane. How I was going to explain my knowledge of his identity was a conundrum I would tackle then.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Until then, why don’t you come with us,” I offered.

      “That’s a good idea,” Thistle said. “If he does remember, we don’t want to have to come back here.”

      “You want me to go home with you?” He seemed almost relieved.

      I paused for a second. I really didn’t want him hanging around our house. If the aunts saw him, or heard him for that matter, it would raise a lot of difficult questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

      “For tonight,” I said. “Then you can go and hang around at Thistle and Clove’s magic shop tomorrow with them.”

      Seemed like a good solution to me.

      Thistle gave me a dirty look. “Why the magic shop?”

      I turned to her and smiled sweetly. “This was your idea. I figured you’d want to help – especially since I know you can hear him. Just think of yourself as his guardian angel.”

      Shane seemed to be coming out of his funk because he was smiling when he got a better look at Thistle under the moonlight.

      “My guardian angel is hot!”

      Thistle turned to me. The fake smile on her face looked like it was carved out of granite. When I didn’t budge on my earlier proclamation, though, she sighed reluctantly. “Fine, he can come to the magic store.”

      She turned on her heel and started to head out of the corn maze. I smiled as Shane readily followed us.

      “Aw, man, you all have asses like super models! Can I watch you in the shower?”

      Clove turned to me as I paused to let her enter the maze in front of me. “Now I can see why he was killed.”
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      The next morning, I was surprised to wake up with a pronounced ache in my back. Last night’s activities were coming back to haunt me – in more ways than one. Shane had been a chatterbox the entire way home. Once he came out of his shell, we couldn’t shut him up. And, like most teenage boys, he was a vulgar little sex monster.

      “Do you guys have boyfriends?”

      I heard Shane asking the question as I exited my bedroom the next morning. I smiled when I saw Thistle and Clove sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee. They both looked as tired as I felt.

      “No,” Thistle said shortly.

      “Thistle is hoping to have one soon, though,” Clove supplied. After last night’s scare, she was back to her favorite activity: Irritating Thistle.

      Thistle shot her a death glare.

      “I bet he’s hot,” Shane said.

      “He is,” Clove agreed.

      “My mom said that I would grow into my looks one day,” Shane said sadly. “I guess that will never happen. I’ll never get the chance to get a hot girl.”

      “I’m sure you’re cute,” Clove said.

      I regarded Shane’s baby face – and the smattering of acne across his cheeks that was now readily apparent in the daylight – and sighed internally. I felt bad for Shane. Not only had he died a horrible death, but if he did remain a ghost for any extended period of time, he was going to be a teenage ghost with zits.

      “Good morning,” I said brightly, announcing my presence when I entered the room.

      “What’s good about it?” Thistle grumbled.

      “Didn’t you sleep?”

      “Who can sleep with Captain Can’t-Stop-Talking in the house?”

      I turned to Shane, who was studying his shoes sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to keep her up,” he said. “I just couldn’t sleep – do ghosts even sleep? – and I guess I got carried away.”

      I smirked at Thistle when I saw the dark circles under her eyes and the grim expression on her face. “I’m sure Thistle didn’t really mind,” I lied. “She’s just grumpy until she has at least three cups of coffee in her system every morning.”

      Shane brightened considerably at my statement. “My mom is like that, too.”

      “See, Thistle,” I teased. “You’re just like his mom.”

      Despite the fact that Shane had proved to be a tenacious little horn dog, I couldn’t help but like him. Plus, the reminder of the way he died was weighing heavily on me – so I had more sympathy for Shane than I would a normal teenager.

      “I need to take a shower,” Clove announced.

      “So? Do it. You want us to give you an award or something?” Thistle really was grumpy this morning.

      Clove bit her bottom lip. “I can’t until … . “

      “Until what?” I prodded.

      “I can’t until I’m sure he won’t come in and watch me,” she admitted, pointing in the direction she had last heard Shane’s voice emanate from.

      I turned to Shane, who couldn’t take his eyes off Thistle. I didn’t think Clove had anything to worry about. Still, I felt the need to placate her. “Shane?”

      He turned his attention to me reluctantly. “You won’t watch Clove in the shower, will you?”

      “No,” Shane promised.

      “Just take a shower, Clove,” Thistle grumbled. “Don’t be a baby.”

      Clove reluctantly got up and headed into the bathroom. I don’t think she believed Shane entirely – but I didn’t want to crush her ego and tell her he’d barely noticed she was in the room thanks to his infatuation with Thistle.

      When Clove was gone, Thistle turned to me expectantly. “So, what happens now?”

      “I’m going to get ready for work and stop at the police department on my way in,” I said.

      “Are you going to tell him who I am? I mean, who I was? I mean, who the body was in the corn maze?” Shane turned his full attention to me for the first time that morning. He didn’t seem put off by my out-of-control bedhead.

      “I’m going to try and figure out if he knows who you are first,” I said. “If he doesn’t, then I’ll figure something out. I can’t just tell him a ghost told me.”

      Shane nodded, his sympathy obvious. “I guess not. They’d probably lock you up in a mental institution or something.”

      “Probably.”

      “I’ll find out what else they know on the case, too. If he knows anything new, I’ll call Thistle. Since you’ll be at the shop with her all day, she’ll be able to tell you what I find out.”

      “Thanks,” Shane said sincerely. “You’ve all been really nice to me.”

      After Clove showered, I left Thistle and Shane so I could be the next one in the bathroom. Despite her grumpy attitude, Thistle was listening to whatever Shane told her with legitimate interest.

      “You can’t haunt the popular girl at school,” she admonished him after a few minutes. “No matter how much of a crush you have on her.”

      “Why not?”

      “She probably won’t be able to see you – or hear you, for that matter – so it would be a waste of time.”

      “You can hear me … and Bay can see me.”

      “We’re ... different.”

      “Different how?”

      Thistle avoided the question. “Plus, haunting a girl just because she didn’t notice you when you were alive is petty and mean.”

      “She wasn’t that nice,” Shane offered. “She used to make fun of everyone who wasn’t popular.”

      “Well, in that case, haunt the shit out of her.”

      I snickered to myself as I closed the bathroom door behind me.

      Thistle was still in the bathroom getting ready when I left for work. Clove had taken advantage of Shane’s fascination with our cousin to get dressed and was now waiting impatiently in the living room.

      “We need another bathroom,” she complained.

      We did. “Tell the aunts.”

      “They’ll turn it into a big thing,” she argued.

      “Well, we can’t magically make one appear – no matter what the townspeople think.”

      Clove rolled her eyes dramatically. “Why do you care what the townspeople think?”

      “I don’t,” I shot back quickly.

      “You’re such a liar. You’ve always been so worried about what they think. It doesn’t matter. They’re going to think what they want to think. Stop being so insecure.”

      I left the house without answering Clove. She had a point – but I didn’t want to acknowledge that. I hate it when she or Thistle is right and I’m wrong. That doesn’t happen very often, mind you. When it does, though, it tilts my whole world sideways.

      When I made it downtown, I stopped at the police station before I made my way to the newspaper offices for the day. I went in through the backdoor, like I usually did, and paused in the municipal parking lot when I saw an expensive motorcycle parked at the back door.

      I wonder who that belongs to.

      I shook my head and pulled away from the bike, entering the building. It still wasn’t 9 a.m. yet, so I knew the office wasn’t open for regular business. I was surprised when I saw Landon exit Chief Terry’s office. I couldn’t hear what his parting words to the chief had been, but when he saw me he looked surprised.

      “Someone is up early,” he said with a warm smile. I noticed he was wearing the exact same outfit he’d been clad in the day before.

      “What are you doing here?” And why hadn’t he gone home to change his clothes?

      Landon didn’t miss a beat. “The chief had a few questions for me.”

      I looked down at my watch for a second and then met his eyes again. “At 8:30 a.m.?”

      “That’s when I was free, so we made a special appointment,” Landon said.

      He was lying. I could tell. I just couldn’t figure out why he was lying – or about what.

      “That makes perfect sense,” I told him sarcastically.

      “You still don’t trust me?”

      “Nope.”

      I moved away from him. I was eager to put as much distance between him and the feelings he was roiling up inside of me as possible. I could not have a crush on the new town thug. My mother would have an absolute fit.

      Landon watched me as I angled past him and toward the chief’s office door. “You’ll grow to appreciate me,” he said.

      I turned to him and saw the knowing look on his face. I found it infuriating, not cute. Okay, maybe it was both. “You have a pretty high opinion of yourself.”

      “You will, too. I promise.”

      With those words, Landon turned and left the building. I watched him leave. A few seconds after the door closed, I heard the motorcycle outside fire up and take off out of the parking lot. The bike clearly belonged to him.

      Great. Hot man. Hot ride. This wasn’t going to end well. I could just feel it.

      I sighed as I pushed into Chief Terry’s office and tried to force thoughts of Landon and his ridiculously shiny motorcycle out of my head. He didn’t seem surprised to see me.

      “I figured you would stop here on your way to work,” he said.

      “I ran into Landon in the hallway.”

      Chief Terry dismissed the statement with a wave of his hand. “I just needed him to clarify something from yesterday.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would never suspect Chief Terry of lying. The fact that he averted his gaze from mine, though, made me suspicious.

      “What did you need him to clarify?”

      “Nothing important.”

      “Why are you being evasive?”

      “Why are you butting your nose into things that don’t involve you?”

      We were in a stand-off. I decided to move on from the Landon debate and broach the Shane subject.

      “Have you identified the boy in the field?”

      “Yeah. His name is Shane Haskell. He’s from Beulah.”

      Good. I wouldn’t have to try and lead Chief Terry to the truth. “How did you find out?”

      “Dental records.”

      “How did he get here? Beulah is like an hour away.”

      “We don’t know. The state police are interviewing his mom right now.”

      I paused, unsure how to ask the next question. “How did she take the news?”

      If Chief Terry was suspicious of my motivations for asking the question, he didn’t acknowledge it. “Not well. The boy was her only child. Her husband died a few years ago. She’s devastated.”

      “Did you tell her how he died?”

      “We had to.”

      Well, that had to be ten kinds of awful. “Do you have any other leads?”

      “Not yet. The crime lab is still testing results. The problem we have is that fifty people were probably legitimately in that area of the corn maze – and we have no idea what is evidence and what is incidental.”

      “So, what’s the next step?”

      “The state boys have practically taken over the investigation,” Chief Terry said bitterly. “They’re not letting me do much. They’re keeping me in the loop as much as they can, I think, but I don’t think they’re telling me everything.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I don’t know, just a gut feeling.”

      My mind flashed to Landon for a second, but I quickly returned to the conversation at hand. “Do you think it’s someone from the town?”

      “God, I hope not,” Chief Terry replied truthfully. “The problem is, how would a tourist know the area well enough to do what he did?”

      That was a good point.

      “Maybe they scouted the area beforehand?”

      “Maybe. That still doesn’t explain why they picked this kid – and why he went missing from Traverse City two days ago and was taken over here to dump the body yesterday. We have more questions than answers.”

      I sat quietly for a few moments, unsure of what to say next. Finally, I got to my feet and moved to leave the office.

      “Keep me informed with anything you find out.”

      “I’m not exactly at the center of the investigation,” Chief Terry said. “But I’ll do what I can. I always do.”

      I thanked Chief Terry and exited his office. My thoughts were decidedly dark as I made my way outside. So Shane had been in Traverse City when he’d gone missing. Somehow, he ended up forty-five minutes away and dumped in a corn maze. That didn’t make any sense. Of course, he was also missing his heart when he was dumped. Maybe finding rational answers in an irrational crime was something that simply wasn’t possible. Maybe I would drive myself crazy before all of this was said and done.

      I called Thistle quickly on my cell phone and told her what I’d found out. I could hear her relaying the story to Shane, who seemed relieved that his mother had been notified of his death.

      “At least she’s not worried about me being late coming home now,” I heard him say sadly. “She knows now that I’m never coming home. Never. That’s got to be better than worrying, right?”

      “Right,” I heard Thistle respond to him. There wasn’t much conviction in her voice, though. I figured she was thinking the exact same thing as I was. At least when he was missing there was still hope. What hope did this woman have now? And where was Shane’s heart?
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      After I left the chief’s office, I headed to the newspaper. I knew I would have to write something up on Shane’s death, but since the deadline for the next edition was still five days away I figured I had time before I had to file a story.

      Instead, I logged on my computer and sat down at my desk. I pulled up my Internet browser and Googled Shane’s name.

      I was surprised to find that the first link that came up was an online memorial for him on Facebook. I clicked on the link and entered the site. I was stunned to see there were already fifty memorial messages. That was quick.

      I scanned the messages with vague interest. Somehow, I doubted that whoever had killed Shane was now posting on Facebook about it. It never hurt to look, though.

      Most of the messages were the generic ruminations of empty-headed teenagers.

      “I didn’t know Shane all that well, but he’ll be really missed at school.”

      “I wish I’d gotten to know him better.”

      “He was a really sweet guy.”

      “He was a really smart guy.”

      “He was a really funny guy.”

      After sifting through all of the messages, I realized that not one person who actually knew Shane really well had posted. That actually didn’t surprise me. In the dramatic world of teenagers, they often create high profile ways to make themselves feel more important when tragedy strikes those amongst them. Teenagers are an example of narcissism at its finest.

      Edith had wandered into the office and was now looking over my shoulder as I read.

      “Doesn’t seem very genuine, does it?” I looked to her expectantly.

      She was enthralled by the page, though. “It’s really wonderful that all these people are mourning that poor boy.”

      I guess she didn’t see what I saw. “You don’t think it seems a little fake? None of these people actually seem to know Shane.”

      “I think that maybe you’re a little too cynical,” she pointed out.

      She had a point. I reread some of the messages. No. I was right, after all. “Not one of these messages actually conveys a genuine feeling for the person Shane was – or the mother he left behind.”

      “These people have the right to grieve, too,” Edith said. “They’re teenagers. When something like this happens it makes them question their own mortality. This is how they do it.”

      “I think they’re just looking for attention.”

      “That’s your cynicism again.”

      After leaving the Facebook page again, I checked out a few other links that had come up when I’d typed in Shane’s name. None of them were of interest, though. One was from a small paper in Beulah that had a picture of Shane from a robotics tournament. The other had nothing to do with Shane at all. When I was done, I closed out of the Internet browser and ran the case through my head.

      We knew that Shane went missing from Traverse City two days ago. We knew that he had been found in Hemlock Cove yesterday. Even though we didn’t have an exact time of death yet, he probably hadn’t been in the field all that long. That meant that whoever had killed Shane had kept him alive – for at least several hours. What had they done to him during that time? Why had they cut out his heart? And where was his heart?

      I was jarred from my thoughts when my cell phone rang. I dug it out of my purse and grimaced when I recognized the number from The Overlook on the screen. Great. I knew better than not answering it, though. My mom would take that as a personal affront and either start calling me non-stop or actually show up at the office. Neither of those alternatives was acceptable to me, so I braced myself and answered the phone.

      “You have to come over here right now!” It was my mom – and she sounded excited.

      “Why? What’s going on?” I was naturally suspicious. What my mom considered an emergency was often just an inconvenience in my world.

      “There’s about to be a catastrophe here.” I couldn’t quite make out the ruckus in the background, but I could hear my Aunt Marnie yelling at someone.

      “What’s the catastrophe?”

      “Just get over here, young lady,” my mother snapped.

      “I’m a little busy right now. Maybe … ?” The phone had gone dead. She’d hung up on me. “I hate it when she does that.”

      I’d walked to work again, so it took me almost a half an hour to get back out to the inn. When I entered through the back door, I found the living quarters empty. It also didn’t look as if anything was on fire and there wasn’t a police presence – so it couldn’t be a real catastrophe, at least not where my family was concerned.

      I heard raised voices in the dining room and followed them to see what was going on.

      Twila and mom were standing defiantly in front of Aunt Tillie – who was making little jumping movements in the direction of Emily, the girl who had discovered Shane’s body with me. She looked like a hacked off – and deranged – rabbit. She was the Monty Python rabbit, I thought to myself. The thought made me smile.

      I noticed that Marnie was trying to grab Aunt Tillie from behind, but Aunt Tillie kept slipping away from her.

      “Grab a hold of her,” my mom ordered.

      “She’s slippery,” Marnie shot back.

      “She’s eighty-five years old. How slippery can she be?”

      I noticed that my mom and Marnie were doing all the work. Twila was merely feigning interest in the situation.

      “What’s going on?” I stepped into the room and regarded the four of them suspiciously. Emily, who kept moving around the dining room table and pulling chairs out to put between her and Aunt Tillie, looked relieved to see me.

      “Your Aunt Tillie is a little ... disgruntled,” my mom finally said.

      “What else is new?”

      Aunt Tillie glared at me. “No one needs you here little miss- know-it-all. You can just go back to work. I don’t know why they called you.”

      Neither did I. Aunt Tillie listened to me about as much as she did the doctor – which is to say she didn’t listen to me at all.

      “She’s crazy,” Emily shrieked.

      “I’ll show you crazy,” Aunt Tillie promised, escaping from Marnie’s clutches again and launching herself on top of the dining room table. She only made it about halfway. I guess – no matter how she liked to spin it – you can only jump so far when you get to be a certain age.

      “What is going on?” I asked the question again.

      “Your Aunt Tillie is just out of sorts.”

      “She’s always out of sorts. What set her off this time?”

      “Set me off? I’m not a bomb.” Aunt Tillie looked indignant.

      “You’re more dangerous than a bomb,” I told Aunt Tillie. “A bomb can’t be irrational – or vindictive.”

      Aunt Tillie extended her index finger at me threateningly. “Do not get involved in this, girl,” she warned. “You won’t like it if I have to curse you.”

      I paused for a second. She had a point.

      Mom saw my hesitation. “I may not curse you, but I will nag you until you want to be cursed if you don’t help us,” she threatened.

      Mom was scary in her own way. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Calm her down!” How could she be mad at me about this situation? I still didn’t know what was going on.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Marnie had moved to my side to pause and get her breath. She looked tired. Chasing an eighty-five-year-old woman can do that to you. “She thinks that Emily stole her necklace.”

      “What necklace?”

      “That mini-urn one. The one where she keeps your Uncle Calvin’s ashes.”

      I turned to Aunt Tillie in disbelief. “Why would she steal that? It’s not even valuable.”

      “She knows that it’s powerful,” Aunt Tillie said through gritted teeth. She was trying to climb on the top of the table again.

      “How is it powerful?”

      “It’s full of magic,” Aunt Tillie replied.

      I regarded her suspiciously. “What magic?”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Aunt Tillie replied. “I just want it back.”

      “What makes you think she has it?” I looked over at Emily, who was crouching in the corner by the grandfather clock. She was annoying, yes, but a thief? I had my doubts.

      “I was wearing it earlier and then it disappeared. She’s been the only one around.”

      “Are you sure you just didn’t take it off and leave it somewhere?” I was trying to speak to her in a tone that didn’t reflect my irritation with this whole situation. If she thought I was irritated, that would just make her more anxious.

      “Are you calling me senile?” So not where I wanted to go – even if I did, in fact, think she was senile.

      “Of course not,” I lied. “I think, maybe, you just took the necklace off and put it on a table or something and forgot about it.”

      “What’s the difference between that and being senile?” Aunt Tillie’s green eyes were narrowed dangerously. If I wasn’t careful, she’d turn her wrath from Emily to me. As much as I didn’t think Emily was a thief, I also didn’t want to end up on Aunt Tillie’s bad side. If Emily had to be the sacrificial lamb, so be it.

      “I just want to make sure that the necklace has actually been stolen before I call Chief Terry – and alert the National Guard.”

      My mom and my aunts swung on me suspiciously. “You’re not calling Chief Terry,” Marnie warned me.

      Aha! I knew it. They thought she’d lost the necklace, too. They had just called me out here to be the sacrificial lamb for them.

      “Theft is a serious offense,” I said carefully.

      “Do you really think this girl stole it?” Twila looked doubtful.

      Emily looked at me desperately. Could I really sell her out? I turned to Aunt Tillie. I saw her rubbing her fingers together anxiously. She was desperate to curse someone. Screw it. Better Emily than me. “I think we should let Chief Terry sort this out,” I said finally. “He is a professional, after all.”

      My mom glared at me openly now. She knew I’d figured out her plan. “We are not calling Terry.”

      “Then I don’t know what to tell you,” I said simply.

      “You’re dead to me,” she snapped.

      I tried to hide my smirk, but it didn’t entirely work. This was a regular occurrence in my family. We were all dead to one another at least once a week. I sat down at the dining room table and poured myself a cup of tea as I watched my mom and her sisters return to their task of trying to wrangle Aunt Tillie into submission.

      At a certain point, Emily took advantage of Aunt Tillie’s distraction and bolted upstairs. It took Aunt Tillie a full twenty minutes to realize she was gone.

      “Where did she go?”

      “She left.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. Probably to her room.”

      Aunt Tillie sat down in the chair next to me. I was surprised to see the look of calm that was on her face. I poured another cup of tea and pushed it in front of her. Aunt Tillie drank it down gratefully.

      My mom and aunts were watching Aunt Tillie warily, but they each took a seat at the table and started sipping from their own cups of tea. No one could figure out why the storm had suddenly passed.

      “Have you talked to the dead boy’s ghost?” Aunt Tillie asked me suddenly.

      “Yes.” I didn’t see any reason to lie to her, especially when she wasn’t being judgmental or temperamental.

      “Does he know how he died?”

      “No.”

      “He’ll remember eventually,” she admonished me.

      “I know.”

      I took another sip of my tea and watched Aunt Tillie skeptically. “You never lost the necklace. Did you?”

      Aunt Tillie didn’t answer. She couldn’t entirely hide her small smile, though.

      “Why did you make such a fuss?”

      “I didn’t make a fuss,” she argued.

      My mom was suddenly suspicious, too. “Was that all an act?” She was glaring at Aunt Tillie dangerously.

      “I don’t know why you’d think that.” Aunt Tillie was averting her gaze from everyone at the table.

      I finally pushed my chair back and got up. “She just wanted attention.”

      “That’s not true … .” Twila regarded Aunt Tillie, her concern evident, for a second. “Is it?”

      “Of course not,” Aunt Tillie scoffed. “I’m not an attention seeker.” All evidence to the contrary.

      I moved to leave the room. Whatever the catastrophe had been, it was now over. My mom and aunts were now steadfastly studying their Aunt Tillie, though. They realized I was right about her motivations - -and they’d been played.

      “Keep the boy close to you,” Aunt Tillie offered. I could see she was basking in the outcome of her afternoon performance.

      “I will.”

      “It’s important,” she warned me.

      “I know.”

      “He’ll remember. And when he does, you need to be there to help him.”

      I turned back to Aunt Tillie with an important question on my lips. “Why would they take his heart?”

      “That’s a black magic thing,” she said honestly.

      “Could they want it for any other reason?”

      Aunt Tillie cocked her head as she considered my question. “Maybe,” she finally answered. “But I honestly don’t think so.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Whoever did this, they’re bad people.”

      “You think more than one person was involved?”

      “Don’t you?”

      The truth was, I did. I’d felt that from the minute I saw Shane’s body. “What do I do?”

      Aunt Tillie met my gaze solemnly. “Keep the ghost close, and your cousins closer. They’ll come for you at a certain point. You have to be ready.”

      I smiled at her gratefully. “Next time you want to warn me, just call me on the phone. Don’t cause a scene.”

      I didn’t look back as I left the room, but I heard my mom and aunts explode at Aunt Tillie as I left.

      “Is that why you did this?”
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      On my way back to the paper, I formed a plan.

      Aunt Tillie may be crazy, but she was right about one thing – Shane had to remember how he died. If he didn’t, not only could someone else fall victim to his killer, but his murder may go unsolved for good, as well.

      I stopped at the guesthouse long enough to pick up my car. I didn’t want to risk getting caught without transportation again.

      Aunt Tillie may be a dramatic old biddy, but she wouldn’t have warned me of impending danger if she really didn’t believe it. She didn’t mess around when it came to stuff like that.

      I had to find a way to get Shane to remember.

      Instead of going to Hypnotic to talk to Shane, though, I decided to return to the office and talk to Edith instead. I found her in the records room watching Dr. Oz. She looked up briefly when I entered.

      “Can you believe he did an entire show about poo?”

      “Poo?”

      “You know, poop.”

      “No, I can’t,” I said honestly. “What’s even worse is that people probably watched it.”

      “I only watched because I can’t change the channel,” she said indignantly.

      “I wasn’t talking about you,” I soothed.

      “You better not have been,” Edith grumbled.

      I didn’t know how to broach ghost things with Edith. She had never exactly been forthcoming with me. I decided I had better just do it. Otherwise, I’d keep coming up with excuses to delay it – and that would help no one.

      “Edith, I have a question for you.”

      “What?”

      “It’s about ... it’s about being a ghost.”

      Edith turned to me in surprise. “You’ve never asked me about being a ghost before.”

      “I didn’t feel it was any of my business.”

      “And you do now?”

      “No, I still don’t,” I said hurriedly. “But the boy who died in the corn maze, he’s a ghost now. He doesn’t remember what happened to him, though.”

      Edith looked surprised. “You went back to the corn maze and found him?”

      I didn’t want to tell the whole embarrassing tale of my late night trek with Thistle and Clove, so I merely nodded. I figured she didn’t need to know how we found him – just that we had found him.

      “What’s the last thing he remembers?” Edith seemed interested, despite herself.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t asked him yet. We just found him last night.”

      “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “I’m going to. I just wanted to know if you had any tips to make him remember.”

      “Why would I have tips?”

      I bit my lower lip, lifting my eyes to Edith’s and regarding her seriously. “A lot of people think you were murdered, Edith.”

      Edith pursed her lips unhappily. It was an expression I had become familiar with. “I was found at my desk. Why do people think I was murdered?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I just know a lot of people find it suspicious. You were only in your forties. It would be weird to just drop dead at your desk at that age – even in the 1960s.”

      Edith turned from me and trained her gaze back at the television. I couldn’t figure out if she didn’t want to answer me or didn’t know how to answer me.

      “Were you murdered, Edith?”

      Edith surprised me when she shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know how you died?”

      “I know how I died,” she said testily.

      I swallowed hard. “How did you die?”

      “I was eating lunch at my desk,” she said softly. “It tasted funny.”

      I wanted to ask what it tasted like, but I didn’t want to interrupt her. I was afraid if I did I would never get the answers I was looking for.

      “I knew something wasn’t right about it,” she admitted. “It was too late, though. I tried to get up. I tried to reach for the phone. My hands felt numb, though. I couldn’t push away from the desk. It felt like I was drowning from inside.”

      Sympathy bubbled up from inside of me. Poor Edith.

      “I died right there, with my face in my spaghetti. My hair was even dripping in it.”

      The lurid picture she wove almost made me laugh. I realized that wasn’t appropriate, so I screwed my face up in the most sympathetic way I could. “How long did it take you to come back as a ghost?”

      Edith seemed to consider the question. “Just a few minutes, I think.”

      “Did you realize you were a ghost right away?”

      “No. It took me a few minutes. I kept looking down at my body. I thought I was just having an out-of-body experience,” she said. “Like you see on television. I think I hoped I was having an out-of-body experience actually.”

      “When did you know for sure?”

      “One of my co-workers, Debbie was her name, she found me at my desk. She tried to shake me awake. I started yelling at her that I was right here. I was standing right here. She never even looked up at me, though. That’s when I knew.”

      “Do you think you were poisoned?”

      Edith nodded stiffly.

      “Do you know who did it?”

      “No. And I don’t want to talk about that anymore,” she said forcefully.

      I held up my hands in submission. “We won’t talk about it anymore,” I promised.

      Edith nodded mutely. “So what do you want me to do?”

      “Will you come with me to Hypnotic? Talk to Shane?”

      Edith seemed to consider the question seriously. She didn’t look convinced, though. “I don’t ever leave the office,” she said finally.

      “I know. The store is just down the road, though. We can walk there together and then you can come right back to the office.”

      Edith still didn’t look convinced.

      “You would be my hero if you could get him to talk.” Manipulative, I know. I didn’t know what else to do, though.

      Edith steeled her shoulders and turned to me. “I’ll go,” she said.

      I smiled to myself. Edith may be a pain in the ass – but she did always try to do the right thing. As we left the office to walk down the street, I couldn’t help but notice how nervous she looked. I found it surreal that a ghost was scared to walk down the streets of Hemlock Cove – but I didn’t want to scare her off so I kept my thoughts to myself.

      Even though she was initially nervous, I saw that Edith had relaxed a few minutes into our short journey.

      “I can’t believe they’ve turned this place into a tourist trap.”

      “I don’t think they had a lot of choice,” I admitted. “It was either a tourist trap or let the town die. There was no other way to sustain it – especially since there was no manufacturing base anymore.”

      “Still,” Edith paused and looked in the window of Mrs. Little’s unicorn store. “It’s so tacky.”

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but saw Mrs. Little staring at me suspiciously from inside of her store. I knew I couldn’t explain talking to thin air in front of her business, so I quickly shut my mouth.

      “Is that Margaret Riddle?” Edith asked.

      I shifted so Mrs. Little couldn’t see my mouth before I answered. “I think Riddle was her maiden name. Now she’s Margaret Little.”

      “Did she marry John Little?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I used to have a crush on him,” Edith admitted. “How did he turn out?”

      “I think he died – like a decade ago,” I answered.

      Edith didn’t look happy with the news, but she continued to follow me down the street, kibitzing about the tacky businesses as she went.

      “The bakery is still the same. That’s good.”

      A few minutes later: “Why is all that horrible stuff in the front window of the hardware store?”

      I let her keep up her own running commentary. I didn’t get the feeling she wanted my input anyway.

      When we got to Hypnotic, I held the door open until Edith entered. I could tell she was really disgusted by Thistle and Clove’s store. “This is a hocus pocus shop,” she hissed.

      “It’s not hocus pocus,” I argued. “It’s just a nature store ... essentially.”

      “They’re threatening to curse people,” she shot back.

      “That’s just a joke.” Or, at least I hoped it was.

      Thistle and Clove were busy behind the counter when we entered. They looked up expectantly. They didn’t seem surprised to see me.

      “Who were you talking to?” Clove asked.

      “Edith,” I said tightly. I was hoping they wouldn’t scare her off by asking too many questions.

      “Edith from the paper?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hi, Edith,” Clove said breezily. She was apparently over her discomfort of being around ghosts.

      “She looks just like Tillie,” Edith said distrustfully.

      “She looks just like her mother,” I corrected Edith.

      “She’s Marnie’s girl?”

      “You knew Marnie?” I was essentially just trying to keep her talking at this point. I didn’t want her to clam up.

      “I knew them all.”

      I glanced around the store quickly, but I didn’t see Shane. “Where is Shane?”

      “He’s in the backroom,” Thistle said through gritted teeth. “He doesn’t believe we don’t smoke the herbs back there.”

      I smiled despite myself. I often wondered that, too.

      Edith had turned her attention to Thistle. “Her hair is blue.”

      “Yes.”

      “She must be Twila’s.”

      “Yes, she is Twila’s.”

      “What is she saying?” Thistle asked suspiciously.

      “She said you look like your mom.”

      “Did she mean it as an insult?”

      “I don’t think so.” Probably, though.

      “Go get Shane,” I told Clove.

      “Do I have to? He’s been driving us crazy all morning.”

      “Just do it.”

      Clove grumbled as she disappeared behind the curtain. I could hear her talking for a few minutes and then she came back out into the main area of the store. “He’ll be here in a minute,” she said.

      “What’s he doing?”

      “I told him you brought another ghost to talk to him and he’s scared.”

      “He’s a ghost,” I protested.

      “You tell him that! I’m not your go-between,” she grumbled.

      I threw myself on the couch to wait. I watched as Edith walked around the store. “I knew your family was into some hinky stuff, but this is ridiculous.”

      “We’re not hinky,” Thistle said testily.

      “You can hear her?”

      “I can now. I think if you’re talking to them in our presence, eventually we can hear them. I have no idea why.”

      I didn’t either. “We’ll ask the aunts later,” I suggested.

      Shane was peeking his head out from the curtain. He smiled at me, but frowned when he caught sight of Edith.

      “She doesn’t look like a ghost,” he said.

      “Neither do you,” I assured him.

      Shane took a step out into the room. He didn’t make a move toward Edith, though. She turned and regarded him distastefully. “Are you a hobo?”

      “What’s a hobo?”

      “A vagrant. A tramp.”

      “I’m not a tramp!”

      “You’re dressed like a hobo,” Edith said. “Your pants are too big and that jacket looks like it belongs in a dumpster.”

      Shane looked down at his coat in confusion. “It’s just a hoodie.”

      “That’s just how people dress today,” I interrupted. I didn’t want the conversation to devolve any further.

      “Well, it’s stupid,” Edith said.

      I turned back to Shane. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      Shane looked confused again. I had a feeling he looked that way a lot in life. “I was in the backroom.”

      “I mean before you died.”

      “Oh,” Shane furrowed his brow in concentration. “I was at the mall.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Shopping. I bought some new shoes.”

      “Those shoes?” I pointed to his gray Converse.

      “No. They were black.”

      “Black Converse?”

      “Yeah.”

      Well, that at least was something. If we found the shoes, maybe we would find the killer.

      “Did you leave the mall?”

      “Yeah. I was out in the parking lot, loading stuff in my car,” he said.

      “Then what?”

      Shane thought hard before shaking his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Did someone come up behind you?”

      “I told you, I don’t know.” He was getting snippy now.

      Edith stared him down for a few minutes. “I think he doesn’t want to remember,” she said.

      She was probably right. I couldn’t force him to remember, though. “He will when he’s ready,” I said finally.

      “I hope so,” Shane said. “I want to know who killed me so I can haunt them.”

      “You want to haunt everyone,” Clove grumbled.

      “Hey! If I’m going to be a ghost I might as well have some fun with it.”

      You really couldn’t argue with that.
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      I spent the rest of the afternoon at Hypnotic quizzing Shane about his final day. My questions increasingly irritated him, so I convinced Thistle to start asking them for me. As much as Shane didn’t want to answer the questions, he did want to please Thistle. I figured I might as well use his crush to my advantage.

      Despite steady hours of questioning, though, we didn’t learn anything else of any interest. Until he remembered on his own, we were at a standstill.

      Edith lost interest in the conversation pretty early on and decided to leave.

      “Are you going back to the newspaper?”

      “No,” she said.

      That surprised me.

      “I’m going to take a look around town.”

      Now that she had gotten the courage to leave the office, I wondered if she would ever go back. The world had just grown exponentially for her.

      “Well, have fun.”

      “I don’t have fun, missy,” she chastised me. “I just want to see if anyone I know is still around.”

      “Aunt Tillie is out at the inn,” Thistle offered evilly.

      “Why would I want to see her?” Edith looked insulted.

      “She can see ghosts, too. You could irritate the crap out of her.”

      Edith looked intrigued by the prospect. After she left, I turned on Thistle. “I’m telling Aunt Tillie you’re the one who sent her.”

      “I’ll tell her it was you – and she’ll believe me. She thinks you’re out to get her anyway.”

      I told Clove and Thistle about my visit out to the inn earlier in the afternoon. They both seemed surprised by my story.

      “So, you’re saying that she faked a ‘freak out’ just to get you out to the inn?” Clove looked like she didn’t believe me.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Thistle offered. “She cares. She just doesn’t want us to know that she cares.”

      “Still,” Clove sniffed. “That seems like a lot of wasted energy.”

      “You know she likes to irritate our moms. It was probably her afternoon entertainment.”

      I decided to stay at the store and help Clove and Thistle bag herbs and stock their shelves. The weekend was coming up, and like any other weekend in Hemlock Cove in the fall, the store would be slammed.

      At about 3 p.m., the store phone rang. Thistle answered it. I could tell by the shift in her body language, though, that she wasn’t happy to hear the voice on the other end. “We just had dinner out there the other night,” she complained.

      Crap.

      Clove and I both stopped what we were doing to listen to Thistle’s end of the conversation.

      “No, I’m not saying that I don’t want to see you,” Thistle argued. “We were just out there, though.”

      Thistle was quiet as she listened for a few moments. I figured it was her mom. Thistle only got twitchy when she was talking to her own mother. We all found our aunts more entertaining than our own mothers. I think that’s just a biological rule or something.

      “No, there’s no rule that you can only see your mother once a week.”

      Thistle was rolling her eyes.

      “Yes, I know you won’t be here forever.”

      Thistle glared at Clove and I openly when she caught us smiling at her.

      “Yes, Clove and Bay are here right now, as a matter of fact. They already know and they can’t wait for dinner.”

      Clove and I weren’t smiling anymore.

      “Yes, we’ll be there at seven sharp,” Thistle grumbled. “I said yes!”

      Clove shot a look in my direction. There was no way out of this for us either.

      “I’m not crabby! Why do you always think that?”

      Clove moved around the counter and stood beside me. “Why do you think they want to have another dinner so soon?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t like it, though. It means they’re up to something.”

      “They’re always up to something,” Clove countered.

      “Then they’re up to something especially irritating,” I suggested.

      Thistle was still arguing with her mom. “Of course I didn’t forget the equinox celebration.”

      Clove and I both froze as we looked up at Thistle. We had all forgotten the autumnal equinox celebration. Shit.

      “Of course, we’re all looking forward to it,” Thistle lied.

      We all looked at each other resignedly. It was going to be a long night. After Thistle hung up, Shane looked at us expectantly. “What’s the equinox celebration?”

      “An excuse for our moms to get naked in the woods,” Clove said bitterly.

      Shane seemed to consider her response for a second. “Are they hot?”

      “They’re in their fifties,” Clove said disgustedly.

      “Are you guys going to get naked?” He was looking at Thistle with renewed interest.

      “No,” Thistle said determinedly. “Absolutely not.” That almost never happened – at least since we’d hit our teens.

      We all shared a dubious glance with one another. “This isn’t good,” I said finally.

      “That’s the understatement of the year,” Thistle sighed.

      The three of us dragged our feet for the rest of the afternoon. We were all dreading the evening’s upcoming activities. There was no way to get out of them, though. We had all tried in the past – and we had all failed miserably.

      Thistle and Clove closed up the shop at six, and we all climbed into my car. Shane even got in the backseat with Thistle – much to her chagrin.

      He kept up a steady stream of chatter during the drive out to the inn. He seemed interested in what was going to happen tonight. I didn’t blame him. It’s always more interesting in theory than in practice.

      “So why do they get naked in the woods?”

      “They dance around a fire,” Thistle said grumpily.

      “Why?”

      “To drive me crazy.”

      “But why?”

      “It’s a Pagan practice,” Thistle said shortly.

      “Pagan? Like witches?”

      Thistle rolled her eyes. “Yes, like witches.”

      “Are you guys witches?” Shane looked suddenly scared.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you cast spells on people?”

      “No.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “We don’t really do anything. We were just born into a family of witches.” Thistle didn’t feel like explaining – and I didn’t know how to help her – so I kept my mouth shut.

      “Then why do they dance naked in the woods?”

      “It’s just tradition.”

      Shane wasn’t happy with her answer. “I still don’t understand.”

      “Just watch what happens tonight and you’ll understand.”

      “I get to come?”

      “Could we stop you?”

      “No.”

      I parked at the gatehouse. We all went into our rooms and quickly changed for dinner and then made our way up to the inn.

      “This place is so cool,” Shane said when he saw The Overlook. “It looks like a haunted house.”

      “Technically, since you’re staying there, the guesthouse is haunted,” I pointed out.

      Shane shrugged off my statement. He was much more interested in The Overlook now than anything else. He seemed to have temporarily forgotten about the promise of naked dancing in the woods – which was a blessing.

      When we entered the family living quarters, Aunt Tillie was sitting in front of the television watching Jeopardy. It was the only television show she cared about.

      “Hey, Aunt Tillie,” Clove greeted her.

      Aunt Tillie grunted in response. We knew better than interrupting her show, so we started to move through the house. “She’s not what I expected,” Shane said when we walked into the kitchen.

      “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know, a little old lady with a wart on her nose,” Shane said innocently.

      “Do not say that to her,” Thistle warned.

      “Why? Can she curse a ghost?”

      Thistle merely shrugged. “I don’t know. If anyone can, she can, though. Besides that, she’ll curse us for bringing you here.”

      “She’d curse her own family?” Shane didn’t look like he believed us.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Twila and Marnie were staring at us all when we entered the room. “Whom are you talking to?”

      “Shane,” I answered simply.

      “The boy who died?”

      “Yes.”

      Aunt Twila clucked. “Oh, that poor boy. How is he doing?”

      “Ask him yourself.”

      “I can’t talk to ghosts,” she chided me.

      “Neither could Clove and Thistle. They can now.”

      Both Twila and Marnie looked surprised. “They can?”

      “Who can what?” My mom entered the room, making her way to the stove to stir whatever she had simmering in a big pot.

      “Clove and Thistle can see ghosts now.”

      “We can’t see them,” Thistle corrected. “We can just hear them.”

      “Them? More than one?”

      “We met Edith today, too,” Clove answered.

      “Well, that must have been a thrill,” Aunt Tillie harrumphed as she entered the room. I noticed her gaze rested on Shane for a long moment before she turned to me.

      “Is this him?”

      “That’s Shane,” I acknowledged.

      “Hi,” Shane greeted her shyly.

      “Bet you wish you’d picked a different outfit to die in,” Aunt Tillie said.

      Twila, Marnie and my mom all sucked in disapproving breaths. “Don’t you be mean to that boy,” Mom warned. “He’s been through enough.”

      Shane smiled at Aunt Tillie. “I like her,” he said finally.

      “That will change,” I said under my breath.

      “What did you say?” Aunt Tillie looked at me suspiciously.

      “I said I was glad he liked you,” I lied.

      I knew Aunt Tillie didn’t believe me, but she apparently wasn’t going to pursue the matter any further right now. “Is he coming to the equinox celebration tonight?”

      “Yep, and he’s very excited,” Thistle said. I think I was the only one to pick up on her exaggerated sarcasm.

      “Good.”

      “Why good?”

      “It will just be good for him to be there,” Aunt Tillie said.

      She was up to something.

      “Let’s eat,” my mom said brightly, exchanging quick looks with Marnie and Twila as she tried to distract us.

      Oh, great. They were all up to something.
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      Dinner was surprisingly entertaining – especially when Aunt Tillie and Shane got in a snarky argument about whether or not smoking herbs or grinding them up into a poultice was more efficient for pain management.

      “You don’t fool me,” Aunt Tillie shook her head at Shane. “You think I’m an old lady, but I know what herbs you’re talking about smoking.”

      Clove and Thistle smirked at each other – an exchange that wasn’t missed by the ever eagle-eyed Aunt Tillie.

      “You two aren’t funny either,” she warned them.

      I thought they were funny. I wasn’t going to tell Aunt Tillie that, though. “Aunt Tillie is right,” I admonished them. “Pot jokes are never funny.”

      Thistle glowered at me. “Since you’re the one who taught us to smoke pot when we were teenagers, that’s rich.”

      My mom swiveled in her chair and regarded me suspiciously. “You never smoked pot, did you?”

      “Of course not,” I lied.

      My mom looked momentarily placated.

      “She’s lying,” Clove said.

      Whoops. She was looking tense again. “Are you lying?”

      “Of course I’m lying,” I admitted.

      “I’m really disappointed in you,” she sniffed.

      “Yeah, let’s get worked up about something that happened more than a decade ago,” I said sarcastically. “That seems like a great way to waste a couple hours.”

      “There are some great rehabs out there these days. I’ve seen them on television,” Twila said gently.

      I glared over at Thistle. “Are you happy now?”

      “I’m not unhappy,” Thistle smiled.

      “Well, I’m not going to rehab alone. I’ll make you two go with me.”

      “They’re not the potheads,” Marnie argued. “You’re the one who apparently has the problem.”

      “I haven’t smoked pot since I was in college,” I shot back. “Thistle and Clove smoked before the last solstice celebration.”

      “Hey!” Clove protested. “You said you wouldn’t tell.”

      “Is that true?” Marnie’s eyes were narrowed dangerously as she regarded her daughter.

      “I ... I ...I can’t remember,” Clove said lamely.

      “They say that’s the first sign of a problem,” I said. “Blackouts.”

      “You are so hateful,” Clove gritted her teeth.

      “You started it.”

      “It was funny when it was about you.”

      “Maybe we can get a group rate,” Twila fretted.

      I turned to her in disbelief. “Please. You have a bag of weed in your nightstand. I saw it there a few weeks ago when I was looking for candles.”

      “That is not weed,” she said. “That is just a sachet to make my socks smell better.”

      “You want your socks to smell like hemp? Oh, and there were no socks in that drawer.”

      “Why were you going through my drawers?” Twila’s voice had climbed an octave.

      “It was the night the power went out. I was looking for extra candles.”

      Now my mom and Marnie were staring at Twila suspiciously. “You don’t keep pot in your drawer, do you?”

      “It’s medicinal,” Twila argued. “I have a lot of back pain.”

      Clove was right. It was a lot more fun when the onus was on someone else.

      The argument continued for another twenty minutes before Aunt Tillie put an end to it. “No one is going to rehab,” she said finally. “This is just ridiculous. If you want to spend your time in a haze, then that’s your business.”

      “Says the woman who empties an entire bottle of wine by herself at dinner every night,” I muttered.

      Aunt Tillie glowered at me. “You want to start something with me now?”

      Did I? Not particularly.

      Everyone started clearing the table in relative silence. From time to time, we all cast sideways glances at one another. I was hoping that the conversation had derailed their planned equinox celebration. I doubted I would be that lucky, though. I never was.

      “Your family is all kinds of awesome,” Shane said as he sidled up to me while I was loading the dishwasher.

      “If you say so.”

      “No, really. They’re great. You guys talk about everything.”

      “We talk about too much, if you ask me.”

      “But you’re all so close.”

      “There’s close and there’s co-dependent. I used to think we straddled the line to co-dependency. I think we crossed that line a long time ago, though.”

      “Yeah, but everyone is always there for you.”

      I looked at him contemplatively a second. “I’m sure your mom was always there for you.”

      “She was. It was just the two of us, though. You have a big family and everyone is always into everyone else’s business. I think it’s fun.”

      “It’s only fun when it’s not you.”

      “I don’t think you’d trade them for another family, though, would you?”

      I considered his question for a moment. “I wouldn’t trade them,” I finally said. “I’d just send them on extended vacations from time to time.”

      After dinner, we all settled around the fire in the den for a cup of tea. Shane was back on the question train about the equinox celebration. I couldn’t blame him. It always sounds more interesting than it actually is.

      “I asked them, but they wouldn’t tell me,” Shane said, jerking a thumb at Thistle, Clove and I. “What exactly is an equinox celebration?”

      “The equinox and the solstice are when our powers are at their most powerful,” Aunt Tillie explained. I think she was warming up to Shane – despite his outfit. “Some days have special power. There are four each year. Two equinoxes and two solstices. This is technically a fall equinox. The solstices fall in the winter and summer.”

      “Then why do you call it an equinox celebration?”

      Aunt Tillie shrugged noncommittally. “I don’t know. It’s just something we started doing every year.”

      “Do you have a celebration for each solstice?”

      “We usually skip the winter one,” Aunt Tillie said truthfully.

      “Why?”

      “Because no one wants to dance naked in a foot of snow,” I offered.

      Shane snickered.

      “That’s not why,” Aunt Tillie disagreed.

      “Then why?”

      Aunt Tillie pursed her lips. “Don’t be smart.”

      No matter what she said, that was the reason. The summer solstice was our biggest celebration, but we always played up the autumnal equinox, too. The spring equinox and the winter solstice got short shrift in the Winchester house.

      Shane wasn’t going to be deterred from his questions. “But why do you dance naked?”

      “To be closer to our gods.”

      “Pagan gods?”

      “Yes.”

      “We don’t really believe in Pagan gods,” I argued.

      “You don’t?”

      “No. It’s more a symbolic thing.”

      “For you, maybe,” Aunt Tillie said disdainfully. “I believe in the old ways.”

      “You do not.”

      “I do, too.”

      “Really? What are their names?”

      Aunt Tillie huffed. “That’s hardly important.”

      “Knock it off,” my mother warned me. “Don’t wind her up.”

      After our tea, we all put on our coats and headed out to the woods surrounding the property. We walked in order of age, like we always did, with Aunt Tillie leading the way with a kerosene lamp. She was wearing her traditional sparkly cape as she moved spryly in front of us. Occasionally you could see the moonlight glint off the sewn sequins in the cape.

      “Why is she wearing a cape?” Shane asked.

      “She thinks she’s a superhero,” Thistle whispered.

      “She’s Witch Woman, able to leap tall nieces in a single bound,” Clove chuckled.

      It took us about five minutes to make our way to the ceremonial clearing. We were all used to the trip, so even in the dark it wasn’t much of a difficulty for us.

      Once we got there, Twila lit a bonfire – which Marnie had stacked earlier in the day in anticipation of the celebration. The circle was empty except for the fire pit. We all took turns maintaining in the spring, summer and fall. We all separated an equal distance from one another, extending our hands so they almost touched – but not quite – and looking up to the moon. We all knew our part in the dramatic play that was about to be performed.

      “I thought you were going to be naked,” Shane complained.

      “That comes later,” I hissed. “And not everyone gets naked. Just the four of them.”

      “Yeah, Clove, Thistle and Bay don’t do it because they’re worried they won’t stack up compared to us,” Marnie teased.

      Yeah, that was it.

      “Mother Earth, we call to the four points,” Aunt Tillie started, invoking her most serious incantation voice.

      “What are the four points?” Shane didn’t seem to grasp how seriously the elder generations of our family took this.

      Aunt Tillie shot him a death glare. Shane shut his mouth when he caught sight of the look. It may just have been a trick of the light, but I swear I saw him gulp.

      “From the earth, we look to the air. From the fire, we look to the sea.”

      I had heard this so many times I could practically recite it myself. Soon she would call to the night. Then she would drop her clothes and dance for an hour with a bottle of wine in her hand.

      As Aunt Tillie called to the earth a few minutes later, I saw Thistle go rigid in the circle. I had seen this before – never in the circle – but on the rare occasion when she got a vision of the future. I could feel the prickle of magic as it washed over all of us – but settled on Thistle.

      I heard her gasp and started to move toward her.

      “Don’t break the circle,” Aunt Tillie snapped.

      I thought about disobeying her but remained in my spot. My eyes never left Thistle, though.

      “They’re coming,” she said in a hauntingly empty voice.

      “Who is coming?” Twila asked.

      “The two faces of death.”

      “The killers?” I knew there were two of them. I just knew it.

      “They’ll come before the next full moon.” Thistle was saying the words, but I wasn’t sure she was conscious of them.

      “The next full moon is in a couple of days,” I said, more to myself than anyone else.

      “Before they come, they will take another.”

      “Another? Another murder?”

      “When they come, they will try to take us.”

      “They’ll try to kill us?” I wish she would answer me.

      “When they go, they will take something from us.”

      “What does that mean?” Shane was as white as a ghost – which was ironically fitting – under the pale moonlight. His gaze was focused on Thistle. It was like he was frozen in time along with her.

      “Can you see who they are?”

      “They’re shrouded in dark,” Thistle furrowed her brow. At least it seemed like she could hear what we were saying.

      “All I can see is that it’s a boy and a girl who will die.”

      “Why are they killing people?”

      “They think it will bring them forever.”

      “Forever? Like they’ll never die?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that even possible?” I turned to Aunt Tillie.

      “There are many dark magicks that have been long since forgotten,” she said. “Maybe they think they’ve discovered one.”

      “In other words, they’re probably just crazy.”

      “There is that.”

      I could see the clouds shifting in the sky above us. They were drifting in front of the moon. I knew Thistle would lose her connection when they did.

      “Can you see a name? Anything?”

      “I only see the sky – and the stars are going black.” With those words, Thistle fell to her knees in the circle.

      This time, I did make my way over to her side. Aunt Tillie didn’t argue. She stayed in her spot, though, and watched the two of us.

      “Are you all right?” I asked Thistle.

      “Yeah,” she rasped. “I wasn’t expecting that, though. I thought we would just get drunk to the point where we blacked out so we hopefully wouldn’t dream about the dancing.”

      “That would have been nice.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think there are two killers – although I think I already knew that,” I admitted. “I also think someone else is going to die, and we’re helpless to stop it.”

      Thistle bit her lower lip. “I think someone else has already died. We just haven’t found them yet.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I saw ... I don’t know what I saw. I saw a knife. I saw blood. And I heard a scream.”

      “Could you see a face? Could you see where?”

      “No, it was dark. I think it’s a girl, though. And I think she’s already gone.”

      Aunt Tillie had appeared at my side. I hadn’t even heard her approach. “We must reflect on what we’ve learned,” she said gravely.

      “Let me guess? That involves wine and dancing around a fire? That hardly seems appropriate now.”

      One guess who won the following argument?
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      “It gets worse every time.”

      I looked up from my spot on the couch, where I was laying with my legs draped over the edge and a cold compress on my forehead, and regarded Thistle seriously. “I can’t believe they still did it, especially after your vision. You’d think they’d be more worried about the fact that another body is about to be dropped on us – not that the rhythm is going to get them.”

      “It’s not like they could stop it,” Clove said.

      “It shouldn’t be celebrated either,” I shot back.

      “I thought it was cool.” Shane was perched on the arm of the chair where Thistle was sitting. He’d barely left her side since her vision. She couldn’t see his proximity, but she knew he was near.

      “You thought it was cool? Bras and Spanx were invented for a reason.” I shuddered involuntarily.

      “That was a little weird,” Shane acknowledged. “They had a strange sense of rhythm, though.”

      “How can they have rhythm when there’s no music?”

      “I heard music. In my head. Didn’t you?”

      “All I heard was the pounding of an impending migraine,” I said bitterly.

      “Don’t be so dramatic. I think it’s kind of fun when they do it,” Clove admonished me. She always was the one who talked big and then backtracked.

      “Then why don’t you join in?”

      Clove looked decidedly uncomfortable. “It’s more fun to watch than participate,” she said finally.

      “You just have a complex about your thighs,” Thistle laughed.

      “I do not.”

      “It’s fine,” Thistle said. “We all have big thighs. It’s a family thing.”

      “My thighs aren’t big,” I argued. “They’re just not little.”

      “We should work out more,” Thistle suggested.

      “We always say that.”

      “Then we always get distracted by the fresh cookies at the inn,” Clove giggled. “And the pies. And the cakes.”

      We all went to bed after that. I knew what we would all be dreaming about – and it wouldn’t be pleasant.

      When I woke the next morning, I wiped the sleep out of my eyes and stretched languidly. It took a full minute before the previous night’s events rushed me. Another body!

      I jumped out of bed and made my way into the kitchen. Clove was making coffee at the counter. She was still in her flannel pajama bottoms and tank top. There was no sign of Thistle.

      “She’s still asleep,” Clove said to my unasked question. “Last night took a lot out of her, I think.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” I climbed up onto one of the stools that we had placed on the other side of the kitchen counter and watched Clove as she filled the coffee machine mechanically.

      “You’re up early,” she said. “You think they’ll find a body today, don’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know if I should be hoping for that or not. On one hand, I want to believe that no one else died. On the other hand, I doubt that Thistle is wrong, so it would be better if they find the body sooner – rather than later.”

      “For her family?”

      “For all of us.”

      Clove nodded understandingly. We both looked up when we heard Thistle’s bedroom door open. She staggered out into the living room – looking like I’m sure Clove and I both felt.

      “I didn’t sleep for shit,” she announced, running a hand through her tangled blue hair haphazardly.

      “I slept, but it wasn’t exactly well,” I said.

      “I only slept a few hours,” Clove said as she handed me a cup of coffee.

      Thistle perched on the stool next to me and accepted the cup of steaming liquid that Clove slid toward her.

      “Where’s Shane?” I looked around the guesthouse but didn’t see him.

      “We can only hear him, remember,” Thistle said grumpily. None of us were morning people. “How should we know?”

      “Don’t get snippy with me.”

      “I’m not getting snippy,” she said harshly, but then her expression softened. “I’m just tired.”

      “I think we’re all on edge ... waiting,” Clove said.

      That was definitely the truth.

      We lapsed into silence, the only sound occurring when one of us sipped from our cups. The silence was comfortable but strained. We all jumped when there was a loud rap on the door.

      Thistle glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was only 8:30 a.m. “This can’t be good.”

      I think we all knew what it was.

      I climbed off the stool, leaving my coffee on the counter, and moved to the door. I didn’t bother looking to see who it was. I knew, without being told, who stood on the other side of the aged oak.

      “Good morning, Chief Terry.” I greeted him somberly.

      The chief looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His gray hair was tangled and dirty. He entered the guesthouse, glancing around to see who was present. He greeted Thistle and Clove with a short nod. “Girls.”

      “Good morning, Chief Terry,” Clove greeted him. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      Chief Terry nodded blankly. “That sounds good.” He took the freshly poured cup that Clove offered him and sat down heavily at the kitchen table. He looked to us all expectantly.

      “You’re probably wondering why I’m here?”

      Not really.

      “There was another body found this morning,” he continued.

      “Where?”

      “The Johnson maze, just outside of town.”

      “Was it ... was it another teenager?” I knew the answer. I still had to ask the question.

      “Yes. It was a girl this time. Her name was Sophie Maxwell.”

      “You identified her already?”

      “The killer left her purse next to the body this time.”

      “Where is she from?”

      “Traverse City.”

      “Why are they taking kids from Traverse City and bringing them here?” Clove asked.

      If Chief Terry noticed that Clove said they instead of him, he didn’t acknowledge it. “I don’t know. That’s just one of a hundred questions that have to be answered, isn’t it?”

      “Was she …?” I broke off. I didn’t know how to phrase the next question.

      “She was stabbed, just like the other boy. And, yes, her heart was removed, too.” Chief Terry looked out the front window from his spot at the table. He had a clear view of the inn. Usually, he would have asked about my mom or one of my aunts early in the conversation. I didn’t think he had the energy. “The state boys say there are no signs of sexual assault, though, so at least that’s something.”

      Yes, a very small something. “Has her family been told?”

      “They’re doing that right now.”

      “Was she reported missing?”

      “Not to my knowledge. We don’t have any information on her movements yesterday, though.”

      “When did she die?”

      “We don’t have a time of death yet, but sometime last night seems to be the general consensus.”

      “They’re obviously putting the bodies in public places,” I said. “They want the bodies found right away.”

      “The state boys said they might call in federal help.”

      “Like profilers?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That might not be a bad idea.”

      “I’ll take any help I can get right now, not that I have any real control over the case.” Chief Terry sounded more tired than bitter, but I knew that having the case taken from him was probably driving him crazy.

      “They still don’t have any ideas why this is happening – and why it’s happening here?”

      “They have some ideas,” Chief Terry said grimly.

      “Like what?” Thistle asked.

      “They think that it’s happening because of how we rebranded the town,” he said quietly.

      “You mean, because we made it a witch town?” Clove looked incredulous. “Like we asked for it?”

      “More like someone here is trying to expand the brand of the town – in a real life way,” Chief Terry said.

      “That’s crazy! Why would we want to do that? This will kill the tourism trade for the entire season, not increase it.” Not that tourism really mattered in this situation.

      “That’s what I told them,” Chief Terry said. “I’m just one step up from Barney Fife to them, though, so they pretty much just disregard everything I say. They’re only keeping me in the loop because they have to.”

      “They’re never going to solve it if they keep looking at the town,” Thistle argued. “It’s not someone from the town.”

      “Are you sure of that?” Chief Terry looked at her probingly.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “No one wants to think of their neighbor as a murderer,” he said. “We can’t rule people out, though, just on a feeling.”

      Thistle didn’t look convinced.

      “I don’t believe it’s anyone from the town either,” he said. “But we have to look at everyone.”

      Chief Terry turned to me expectantly. “I was hoping you would come out to the maze with me?”

      “Me? Why?”

      Chief Terry hedged. “We all know your family is ... different. I just thought you might be able to see something that we didn’t.”

      Like a ghost?

      “Let me get dressed.” Chief Terry didn’t ask for help from outsiders very often. I couldn’t say no to him – not that I wanted to.

      I moved toward my bedroom. Clove was close on my heels. “Don’t talk to a ghost in front of them,” she warned in a low voice. “That will just cast suspicion on you. That may be what they’re fishing for.”

      “I don’t think Chief Terry would do that,” I argued.

      “I don’t think that Chief Terry has a clue what the state police are up to. Just be careful.”

      I’m always careful. Okay, I at least consider being careful before I jump into the deep end headfirst.
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      The ride to the maze was short – only about fifteen minutes – and it was spent mostly in silence. There really wasn’t a lot to say. If we talked about magic, Chief Terry would be uncomfortable. If we talked about the murders, I would be uncomfortable.

      When we turned onto the road that led to the Johnson farm, I could see the kaleidoscope of flashing lights that were illuminating the early morning sky about a mile down the road – at the entrance to the corn maze.

      The Johnson corn maze was the oldest in town – the first, so to speak. There were now a total of five, and most of the others were fancier, but there was something refreshing in the simplicity of the original.

      “There’s a lot of police here,” I breathed.

      “Double what we had the other day,” Chief Terry acknowledged. “This has made the national news. They say Nancy Grace is sending someone out.”

      Great. That was exactly what we didn’t need, a media frenzy.

      Chief Terry parked his cruiser next to the other vehicles. We both exited the vehicle in unison. I still wasn’t sure what he expected of me. I was just glad he’d thought to bring me out here. At least I wouldn’t have to sneak into this corn maze in the dark this time. Or, at least I hoped.

      Most of the chatter that greeted us was typical police talk. I saw a handful of people being questioned to the left side of the maze. They all looked understandably nervous. I turned to Chief Terry questioningly.

      “Workers,” he said simply. “They found the body. At least this time only one or two people had been in the maze before the body was found.”

      Thank the Goddess for small favors.

      I noticed another grouping of police officers positioned off to the right of the maze – and I was surprised to see who they were questioning. It was Landon and his cronies. What were they doing here?

      Chief Terry seemed surprised to see them, too. “They weren’t here when I left to come pick you up.”

      “I wonder what they’re doing here now.”

      “You think it’s suspicious?” Chief Terry was staring at me intently.

      “I think it’s weird that a bunch of biker guys keep showing up at corn mazes – especially ones that have dead bodies in them.”

      Chief Terry pursed his lips. “I think focusing on them might be a mistake.”

      “Why?” I looked at him suspiciously.

      “Do they seem like the type of guys who run around cutting people’s hearts out? Or the type of guys who would just plug a guy in the head if he crossed them? I think they’re bad guys, just not the bad guys we’re looking for in this case.”

      Good point. No sale.

      “You know something?”

      Chief Terry sighed. “I’m going to tell you something, but I don’t want you printing it in the paper – at least not yet.”

      “What?”

      “There’s something else going on in town, and I think our new friends are tied up in that, not in the murders.”

      “What?”

      “There’s been a new, um, business that’s entered Hemlock Cove over the past six months or so.”

      If I had to say ‘what’ one more time, I was going to scream.

      “It’s crystal meth.”

      “You’re kidding!” Never what you expect.

      “Drugs are a part of our culture now. You shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “This is Hemlock Cove, though,” I protested. “Not Detroit.”

      “Drugs can be anywhere. They’re not just a city thing. Heck, before you were born, your mom and aunts had a small pot field hidden in the woods that they thought no one knew about.”

      After last night’s conversation, I found that hard to swallow. Chief Terry must have read the disbelief on my face.

      “It’s true. It wasn’t big or anything. They tried to hide it behind their herb patch.”

      “They just busted us last night for smoking pot when we were teenagers,” I complained.

      “Well, that was a little hypocritical of them.”

      I couldn’t wait to tell Thistle and Clove about this new development. Then I felt a wave of disappointment in myself wash over me when I realized I was gleefully planning an ambush on my family – when we were about to go see the body of a dead teenage girl.

      “When did they get rid of it?” I asked despite my now open disgust with myself.

      “Before any of you were born. One day it was just gone. Maybe your Aunt Tillie found it?”

      Maybe she started it?

      I turned my attention back to his meth comments. “Do you think that our new friends are behind the meth trade?”

      “I think that’s a fair assumption.”

      Something wasn’t adding up to me. “Is that why Landon was in your office the other day?”

      “I already told you, I was just asking him some questions,” Chief Terry snapped.

      Better avoid that line of conversation for the time being, I figured.

      “If you know it’s them, why aren’t you arresting them?”

      “I don’t know it’s them,” he said finally. “It’s an ongoing investigation. I just suspect it may be them.”

      Chief Terry now turned to me with a new warning on his lips. “Don’t get involved in this. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Why would I get involved?”

      “Just ... just stay away from Landon. He’s bad news.”

      “Why would I be hanging around with Landon?”

      Chief Terry looked at me knowingly. I felt myself blushing under his gaze. “I’m not into Landon,” I said hurriedly.

      “See it stays that way.”

      Chief Terry flashed his badge and led me into the corn maze. I cast a look back in Landon’s direction and found him watching me. The gaze he cast on me was reflective and thoughtful. Could he really be dealing meth? Something told me there was more to this story. Either Chief Terry didn’t know everything, or he was holding something back. It could be both of those scenarios, too. If I had to guess, that was the most likely option.

      I followed Chief Terry into the maze. He seemed to know where he was going. About five minutes in, he took a hard left and led me to a central clearing. There were about ten more police officers steadily working here.

      I had to catch my breath when I saw the body strung up on another cross in the center of the clearing.

      “Another cross,” I murmured.

      “Yeah.”

      The girl had long blonde hair, but the ends of it seemed to be dyed another color. I realized, all too quickly, that they weren’t dyed another color. They were stained with blood.

      I couldn’t see her face because there was another garish mask on the body. I turned to Chief Terry in surprise. “I thought they would have taken the body by now.”

      “They’re still getting photos,” he said. “They’ll cut her down shortly.”

      I looked around the clearing doubtfully. I still wasn’t sure exactly why I was here. Chief Terry watched me scan the area.

      “Do you see anything?”

      I was surprised by the question. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, something that maybe we missed.” Chief Terry was being evasive again.

      “Like what?” I prodded him again.

      “I don’t know,” Chief Terry sighed. “Just look around.”

      I didn’t know what he expected me to find, but I took a couple of tentative steps into the clearing. It had been a few years since I’d visited the Johnson maze, but it looked exactly like I remembered it.

      Unlike the other mazes in the area, the Johnson maze wasn’t designed to scare, just to entertain. It was billed as a family maze and not a haunted maze. I didn’t know if it would ever be able to recover the innocence it used to boast. It would probably be forever stained – like poor Sophie Maxwell’s golden hair.

      As I carefully edged around the clearing – making sure to avoid getting in the way of any of the officers – I couldn’t help but feel like I was being suffocated. The fact that I was out in the open air made the sensation all the more baffling.

      Suddenly, I felt a pair of eyes on me. I swung around, expecting to find a police officer standing behind me. Instead, a few feet away, I saw a teenage girl standing in the corner and watching the police busily hurrying from place to place.

      No one else noticed her. Not her long blonde hair. Not her timid blue eyes. Not her pink fuzzy sweater – which made her stand out like a rose in a field of daisies. They didn’t notice her, of course, because I was the only one that could see her.

      It was Sophie Maxwell. Well, her ghost, at least.

      I stood stock still as I watched Sophie. She didn’t look confused, just resigned. Her gaze followed different officers as they buzzed about – but it always returned to her body. Her broken and bloody body. Her body, which had been erected as a garish monument to hate, and would never be whole again. She would never feel the warmth of the sun. Or laugh with her friends. Or flirt with whatever boy caught her attention.

      She was lost, but not gone.

      Sophie lifted her sad eyes up and saw me staring at her. She swung around, to see if someone was standing behind her, but found only empty space.

      “Can you see me?” She asked tentatively.

      I didn’t answer her. I only nodded.

      “I’m dead, aren’t I?”

      I nodded again.

      “Why won’t you talk to me?”

      How could I explain that I couldn’t? How do you tell a dead girl that saving face is more important than helping her?

      I glanced around the corn maze and found Chief Terry watching me speculatively.

      “There’s nothing here,” I said to him hollowly.

      He nodded. I knew he didn’t believe me, though. He started to head back out of the maze and I followed. I turned back to Sophie for a second and surreptitiously motioned for her to follow. Thankfully, she recognized the gesture and did just that.

      “I’ll take you back home,” Chief Terry sighed heavily. Luckily he didn’t see me smile warmly – and encouragingly – at Sophie. She followed us mutely.

      Landon was still waiting outside of the corn maze when we exited. He made a step toward me, but Chief Terry draped a protective arm around my shoulders and glared at Landon. I couldn’t really deal with him now, anyway. I had to get Sophie back to the guesthouse so I could talk to her.

      I climbed into Chief Terry’s cruiser. Sophie was already in the backseat. Chief Terry had paused long enough to say something to one of the officers who approached him.

      “I can’t talk to you here,” I whispered to Sophie. “Just ride with us back to my place, and when he’s gone, we’ll talk.”

      Sophie nodded mutely. I think she was just glad she would have a chance to talk to someone – to anyone.

      The ride back home was as quiet as the ride to the corn maze had been. I felt a desperate need to break the silence.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help,” I finally said.

      Chief Terry shrugged. “I don’t know what I expected you to do. Maybe you’ll be able to figure something out later ... after some time.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed.

      “Just do what you can.”

      When we got to the guesthouse, Chief Terry didn’t get out of the car. I opened the door but paused before climbing out. Sophie was already waiting for me on the lawn.

      “You should go up to the inn,” I said gently. “I know a gaggle of women who would be willing to feed you.”

      Chief Terry smiled, despite himself. “Maybe I will.”

      “It’s blueberry pancakes day,” I said as I climbed out of the car. One final enticement couldn’t hurt.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to miss blueberry pancakes,” Chief Terry said heavily.

      I left him knowing that he would end up at the inn. I was thankful they would take care of him. He needed a little pampering. I didn’t know how much pampering three women fighting over him would be, but at least it would be a distraction.

      When he was gone, I turned to Sophie. “Come inside. I have some people I want you to meet.”
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      I led Sophie into the guesthouse. She was understandably nervous – what with the brutal death and being strung up in a cornfield and all.

      “It will be all right,” I promised her.

      “What else could go wrong, right?” The laugh Sophie let loose was hollow. At least she wasn’t dwelling on her predicament, though. If I came back as a ghost, I’d be bitching like nobody’s business.

      Clove and Thistle were waiting for me anxiously in the living room. “Well?”

      I nodded grimly. “Another murder, another ghost.”

      “Can they see me, too?” Sophie seemed intrigued.

      “They can’t see you. We’ve found that, if I’m talking to you for a few minutes, they’ll eventually be able to hear you.”

      “You talk to a lot of ghosts?”

      “I’ve met my fair share,” I admitted ruefully.

      “Why can you see me and no one else can?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer the question. I wouldn’t have to, though. Shane did the honors for me.

      “They’re witches,” he said simply.

      Sophie seemed surprised when she saw him. “He’s a ghost, too.” Thankfully she wasn’t focusing on the witch admission.

      “He is.”

      Thistle and Clove were still sitting quietly. Apparently the supernatural hearing aid hadn’t kicked in yet. I hoped it happened soon.

      “This is Shane,” I introduced the duo. “Shane, this is Sophie.”

      “Did the same people who killed me kill her?” Shane asked.

      “Yes.”

      Sophie looked surprised. “You’re the dead boy the police were talking about?”

      “Yeah, that’s me, Saint Shane of the Corn Stalks.”

      Teenage humor baffles me sometimes. Other times, the levity can be welcome. I laughed, despite the surreal nature of the situation.

      “You’re not a saint,” Thistle grumbled. “You’re far from a saint.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I saw Shane and Sophie swap shy grins nervously. Maybe the urge to flirt doesn’t die when your body does? At least they had each other now.

      I brought Clove and Thistle up to speed, including a brief detour about the meth trade in the area. They seemed as surprised as I was when I first heard about it.

      “You’re kidding? That’s unbelievable.”

      “Drugs aren’t just a city thing,” I chided Thistle, using Chief Terry’s line to my benefit.

      “I know that,” she said. “I just can’t see how it would be profitable here. There are not enough people. Plus, this is a closed community. How do they expect to get away with it?”

      “Maybe that’s how Chief Terry knows?” Clove said helpfully.

      She could have a point. “That’s not something you’re going to be able to hide very long,” I agreed.

      “They probably just think we’re a bunch of hicks who are too stupid to figure it out,” Thistle said.

      “Probably,” I agreed. Suddenly I remembered the other part of the conversation Chief Terry and I had shared. “Hey, by the way, did you know that our moms used to have a pot field behind the herb garden?”

      “No way!”

      “Get out!”

      “Chief Terry told me. He said he saw it.”

      “And he never busted them?”

      “That’s probably when they started feeding him three times a week.”

      “I thought that was because of the Aunt Tillie situation,” Thistle mused. “It makes sense, though. They always did like to dote on him.”

      “I sent him up to the inn for breakfast,” I admitted. “I figured it couldn’t hurt his ego to have them fighting over him. He’s feeling pretty low about the state taking over the investigation.”

      “I hope he doesn’t tell them he told you,” Clove said mischievously. “I can’t wait to ask them about their little side endeavor – and I don’t want them to have time to think up a lie.”

      “This is all fascinating,” Sophie broke in. “I’m sure the fate of the world rests on whether or not your family used to grow pot in the middle of the woods. If you haven’t forgotten, though, you’ve got two dead people in your living room.”

      I turned to Sophie in surprise. She’d seemed so meek at first. I guess she was getting more comfortable in her current situation. Her real personality was coming out to play.

      I noticed that Shane was mirroring her disdainful stance – hands on hips – a few feet behind her. I think his crush on Thistle was a thing of memory. She’d probably be relieved.

      “Sorry,” I apologized quickly. “I just wanted to tell them before I forgot.”

      “Yes, well, your family hijinks are clearly more important than my recent death.” There it was, the typical teenage narcissism. One of the many reasons I was wary about ever having children.

      “Hey! Just try to calm down,” Thistle ordered the voices that were invading the guesthouse. “We’re here to help you. We’re not your slaves, though.”

      That’s a good way to approach the situation, I thought sarcastically. Shame the ghosts. This should turn out well.

      I saw Sophie’s bottom lip start to quiver. Could ghosts cry? I couldn’t see any tears. I got the feeling this was a move she had perfected through life to manipulate her parents. “They can’t see you,” I reminded her.

      Sophie’s face immediately went back to the way it had been before. I’d been right. “I forgot,” she said finally. “That doesn’t change the fact that we’re the important thing here, not your family’s drug problems.”

      “We don’t have drug problems,” Clove grumbled.

      “I say we threaten to put them in rehab,” Thistle suggested. She was as enamored with the new information as I was.

      I could see that both Shane and Sophie were starting to get irritated, though, so I shifted my attention back to them.

      “What’s the last thing you remember, Sophie?”

      Sophie considered the question for a second. “I was shopping.”

      “At the mall in Traverse City?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s the same place I was taken from,” Shane said suddenly.

      Sophie looked surprised. “You lived in Traverse City?” She seemed interested.

      “No, Beulah.”

      Sophie wrinkled her nose delicately. “Oh. That’s all farms, right?”

      “So, what’s wrong with a farm?” Now Shane was looking offended.

      “Nothing is wrong with farms. They’re just so ... country.”

      “What’s wrong with the country?”

      “Well, it’s boring,” Sophie answered honestly.

      “You were from Traverse City, not Chicago,” Shane scoffed.

      “It’s still better than Beulah.”

      “Let’s not focus on the merits of the country versus the city right now,” Thistle interrupted them. We were masters at breaking up petty arguments, after all. “Let’s focus on what you remember.”

      Sophie looked properly chastised – but Shane was still shooting small glares in her direction when he thought I wasn’t looking. Maybe his crush on Thistle would be returning, after all?

      “Did you make it out to the parking lot?” I turned back to Sophie.

      “Yeah. I think I was putting stuff in the trunk of the car.”

      “Then what happened?”

      Sophie looked like she was really concentrating for a few minutes. Whatever thought she was trying to grab on to, though, seemed to be eluding her.

      “I don’t know,” she said finally.

      “Did you get in the front of the car?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t remember it anyway.”

      “Was this yesterday?” Clove asked.

      “I don’t know. What day is it today?”

      “It’s Tuesday.”

      Sophie thought again. “Yeah. Yeah. It was Monday. I remember I went to the mall right after school. I wanted to get a new sweater.”

      I looked at the pink, fuzzy monstrosity she was now wearing. I hoped that wasn’t it.

      “I guess I’ll never get to wear it now,” she said sadly.

      Yeah, that was the real tragedy of this situation, an abandoned sweater.

      “So, you’re putting stuff in your trunk. Do you sense someone moving up behind you?”

      Sophie shook her head doubtfully. “I honestly don’t know. Everything just gets hazy.”

      “Hazy? Or goes black?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Because, if it goes black, maybe you were knocked out from behind?” I was thinking aloud, but everyone seemed to take my musings in and roll them around their minds for a few minutes.

      “Don’t they have cameras in the parking lot of the mall?” Clove asked finally.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “I’m sure the cops have already checked into that, though. If there was video of the parking lot, I think we would have heard about it after Shane.”

      “They probably went back to the same place because they got away with it the first time,” Thistle said.

      “That would be my guess,” Clove agreed.

      “Either that or they don’t know the area and they didn’t want to risk getting lost,” I said. “I mean, if they’re tourists, or if they’re just visiting the area, they wouldn’t know all the hot spots. The mall is an easy hunting ground. Teenagers live there. And the mall in Traverse City is marked really well.”

      “That’s a good point,” Clove said.

      “I don’t care what Chief Terry said,” Thistle said vehemently. “I don’t think it’s someone from the town. It has to be an outsider.”

      “I agree,” I said. “I understand why they can’t rule anyone out, though.”

      “If it was anyone in this town we’d already know who it is,” Clove argued. “We all spy on each other like we’re in the CIA. If someone in town’s vehicle was seen out by one of the corn mazes, someone would have seen it and even if they didn’t tell the cops, with the gossip mill in Hemlock Cove we’d all already know about it.”

      “That means that it has to be a vehicle that doesn’t stand out.”

      “And one that’s big enough to hide a body in,” Clove said.

      “They could have just put the body in the trunk of a car,” I reminded her.

      “Yeah, but that would look suspicious in a parking lot – even if it was after dark. I doubt someone would risk that.”

      “So you think that they knocked them out and then carried them to a vehicle and just put them in the backseat?” That seemed risky, too.

      “It’s less suspicious than shoving a body in the trunk.”

      “Yeah, but what if they woke up? How could they be sure they could control them in the backseat of a car?”

      “Maybe they knew they wouldn’t wake up?” I suggested.

      “How could they be sure of that?”

      “Chloroform.” It was Shane’s voice.

      “Huh?”

      I had practically forgotten that Shane and Sophie were still in the room with us. They seemed to have forgotten their earlier argument – at least for the time being.

      “It was chloroform,” Shane said finally.

      “You remember?”

      “Not who did it. I just remember someone coming up behind me and pressing a cloth to my mouth. It smelled like medicine. I passed out right away. I tried to fight it, but I couldn’t.”

      Well, that was something new. He was starting to remember. The question was, would he remember enough to identify the killers before it was too late? Would someone else die before his memory completely returned?
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      I left Thistle and Clove to entertain our ghostly guests while I showered and got changed for work. It felt like an empty gesture – but there wasn’t much more I could do at this point. Shane was slowly starting to remember. Until he fully remembered, or something sparked Sophie’s memory, we were kind of stuck.

      When I went back out in the living room, I noticed Clove had disappeared and Thistle was alone with Sophie and Shane. The two teenage spirits were chattering away about the new season of American Idol – I guess they’d made up and realized pop culture stretched through farmland and urban sprawl to unite them all. Thistle looked like she was ready to throttle them both – even though she couldn’t see them, or touch them. She looked up when I entered the room. “They are not coming to work with us today.”

      I sighed. Usually, I would argue with her. Given how rough her night was the previous evening, though, I didn’t want to put any undue stress on her. “They can come to work with me. It’s Tuesday. No one will be there.”

      Shane and Sophie seemed oblivious to our conversation. They looked over, though, when they sensed that I was staring at them.

      “What?”

      “You guys are coming to work with me today,” I told them with false brightness. I didn’t want them to think it was a punishment – even though it essentially was just that.

      “Why?” Shane whined. “I like the magic shop.”

      “Thistle has stuff she needs to get done,” I started with the truth and then swiftly changed tactics. “And I want you guys close to me in case you remember something.” I figured that, if I told them Thistle would rather choke them than chatter with them, I’d get a teenage meltdown of epic proportions. This way, I was placating their egos – and soothing Thistle’s frazzled nerves at the same time.

      “Oh,” Sophie said sagely. “That’s probably a good idea.” Like a typical teenager, she was trying to appear older than she actually was.

      I led Sophie and Shane out to my car and ushered them both toward the backseat. As I was driving up the cobblestone driveway, I noticed that Chief Terry’s car was still parked at the inn and smiled to myself. I could just picture the three little dope fiends fawning all over him.

      When we got to the office, I led Shane and Sophie in through the back door. They both looked around dubiously – with the disdain that only teenagers can muster. There wasn’t nearly as much to look at – or as many people to watch – in the newspaper offices as Hypnotic. I could already tell it was going to be a long day.

      “Do you guys want me to turn the television on for you?”

      “Yeah,” Sophie said. “I want to see if I’m on the news.”

      Of course she did. I led them into the records room, which was empty, and flicked on the television. I turned it to one of the local news stations and sat down on the couch to watch it with them for a few minutes.

      The slim newscaster – with her perfect brown pageboy and flawless Chanel suit – had a fake look of concern plastered on her face when she came back from the commercial break. “Now for the story that seems to be all everyone across the region is talking about.”

      “See, I knew everyone would be talking about me,” Sophie said brightly.

      “The small hamlet of Hemlock Cove has been shocked not once, but twice this week with the gruesome discovery of two teenagers in different corn mazes within the confines of the small town. The bodies of Shane Haskell and Sophie Maxwell were found less than ten miles from one another – but the two teenagers were much farther apart in life than they were in death.

      “Shane Haskell was a seventeen-year-old who came from Beulah, a small farming community. He and his mother lived a comfortable, but quiet life.

      “Sophie Maxwell, though, she came from an upper-middle-class home. The daughter of a city councilman, Maxwell was actively involved with her church and community.”

      I turned to Sophie in surprise. “Your father is a councilman?”

      “Shhh.” She waved me off. She was engrossed with watching the steady stream of pictures flashing across the television. Apparently she was voted queen of a few dances.

      “No one can know what these two young people went through in their final minutes, the terror they must have felt. Police aren’t releasing a lot of details. Shane Haskell’s autopsy is expected to be released this afternoon. Sophie Maxwell’s autopsy might not be available for days.

      “The only thing we do know is that the hearts of both teens were removed – and they weren’t found at the scenes of the crimes. We also know that they both disappeared from the same mall – just a few days apart.

      “Many people in the area are pointing a finger at Hemlock Cove – a town that has been known for absolutely nothing in decades – which turned itself into a haunted town years ago as a way to brand itself as a tourist destination.

      “I know I’m not alone when I wonder: Did Hemlock Cove want something like this to happen? Is that why they embraced the occult?”

      I jumped to my feet in angry determination and switched the television off. “That is just ridiculous.”

      “Hey! I was watching that!” Sophie’s whine was going to get old pretty quickly.

      “You’ll get over it,” I grumbled.

      “They got me on television quick,” Sophie said proudly.

      “You had your identification with you,” I said. “Shane didn’t.”

      “My dad probably sent out a press release, too,” Sophie said bitterly. She was back to being petulant and pouty. Man, she could turn it on when she wanted to.

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He sends out a press release when he crosses the road and looks both ways.”

      I looked at her, sympathy welling. I kept reminding myself that she was just a teenage girl. She didn’t mean to be annoying. It is just part of the teenage DNA makeup. They can’t help it. “He likes attention, huh?”

      “I’m sure that this just sealed his re-election.”

      “I’m sure he misses you, Sophie.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he does, too. I was his biggest tax write-off.”

      I didn’t know what to say to Sophie. Not only had she been brutally murdered, but she apparently had parental issues, as well. And these aren’t the normal parental issues people have – you know, like when your mom drops you off for kindergarten without putting on a bra – but actual, serious issues.

      “Well, your Aunt Tillie has totally let herself go.” Another voice just joined the conversation.

      I turned to see Edith had entered the building. I was actually relieved to see her. I was worried she would disappear forever once I helped her rediscover the town. “You went and saw Aunt Tillie?”

      “I did. She wasn’t very happy to see me.”

      “I bet.”

      “She started accusing me of trying to sleep with your Uncle Calvin.”

      “I know. She thinks you were hot for him.”

      “Do you remember your Uncle Calvin?” Edith had a dubious look on her pinched white face.

      “No, he died before I was born.”

      “Well, he was no prize.”

      “From all the stories I heard, he was a great man.” I actually had heard that. No one I had ever met had a bad thing to say about Uncle Calvin. Most people actually used the term “angel” when referring to him, in fact.

      “Oh, he was very nice, but you have to question the sanity of anyone who would marry your Aunt Tillie.”

      She had a point.

      “So, what did you and Aunt Tillie talk about?” I was guessing it wasn’t warm memories from the past.

      “Not much. She wasn’t in a very good mood, like I said. You were right, though, haunting her is fun.”

      Uh-oh. “You didn’t tell her that I sent you up there did you?” I heard a slight hitch in my voice when I asked the question. Was that fear?

      Edith looked uncomfortable. “I might have mentioned you thought it would be a good idea.”

      Crap. “She’s going to curse me now, I just know it.” Yup, that was fear coursing through my veins.

      “Curse you?” Edith looked confused. I couldn’t blame her.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time. When I was ten, she made it so my shoes were incapable of staying tied. I spent three straight days tripping. I ruined two pairs of jeans and three pairs of tights. I had to wear sandals for a month straight – even when it snowed. It was terrible ... and cold.”

      “Maybe you just didn’t know how to tie your shoes right?” Shane offered helpfully. “I didn’t learn until I was seven.”

      “I learned how to tie my shoes when I was five,” I protested. “Plus, she made me weed the garden every weekend – for free – to lift the curse.”

      “She always was a mean old witch.” Edith was back on the Aunt Tillie hate train. I was glad I wasn’t traveling alone.

      “I don’t think being a witch has anything to do with it,” I said breezily. “I think it’s more that she’s a bitch.”

      “I can’t wait to meet her,” Sophie said excitedly. Her blues eyes were sparkling with undisguised anticipation.

      I turned to her and looked her up and down. “She’s going to hate that sweater.”

      “She would make fun of a dead person because of what they were wearing? I doubt that.” Sophie obviously thought I was exaggerating. Aunt Tillie needed no exaggeration, though.

      “Ask Shane.”

      Sophie turned to Shane expectantly. He looked her up and down a second. “She’ll make fun of your outfit,” he said finally. “I don’t think she means for it to be hurtful. It is, though. Just prepare yourself.”

      Edith seemed to have suddenly noticed Sophie, who was helplessly trying to smooth a sweater she couldn’t physically touch. “Who is this?”

      “This is Sophie. She was found in the Johnson corn maze this morning. I mean her body was found.”

      Edith didn’t seem surprised at the news. “I heard Chief Terry telling your aunts about that this morning when he stopped by for breakfast. He obviously didn’t know you found a ghost.”

      “Of course not. I can’t tell him that. He’ll think I’m crazy.”

      “I think he already knows, he just doesn’t know how to bring it up,” Edith said knowingly.

      “Knows that I see ghosts? Why do you think that?”

      Edith shrugged. “It’s just the way he was acting. He knows you’re all abnormal. He just seems to find it attractive instead of repulsive.”

      “We’re not abnormal – that makes it sound like we belong in that asylum on American Horror Story,” I countered.

      “Honey, there’s no shame in not being normal,” Edith said, surprising me with her tone. “The shame is fighting what you are. You know what you are and what you do. Why do you care what other people think about you?”

      “She’s right,” Shane said, smiling at Edith for the first time since he’d met her. “I’m starting to like you. You’re old school.”

      Edith pursed her lips. I could tell she was trying to decide if she had been insulted or not.

      “That was a compliment,” I supplied.

      Edith smiled at Shane. It was still a little forced, but she was definitely warming up to him too.

      I couldn’t help but smile at Edith in turn. Getting out of the office was having a positive effect on her. If I knew that she was capable of softening, I would have forced her out of the office years ago.

      Edith seemed uncomfortable by the sudden warmth being directed toward her. “Have they remembered how they died?” She swiftly changed the subject, gesturing toward Shane and Sophie.

      “No,” I said, my mind returning to the problem at hand. “You still don’t have any ideas on how to jog their memories do you? We’re kind of stuck until they start remembering stuff.”

      “If I knew that, I’d be using it on myself,” Edith chided me.

      “We’ll remember when we remember,” Sophie said haphazardly. “There’s no hurry. It’s not like we can die again.”

      “No hurry? What if they kill someone else?” I met her gaze solidly.

      “They don’t want to kill anyone else,” Sophie said simply. “They only wanted two. One boy and one girl.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Sophie paused. “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “It just ... it just came to me.”

      “Do you remember anything else?”

      “It’s like a dream at the edge of my memory more than anything else,” she admitted. “I can’t see faces, but I’m starting to remember feelings. There were two people there. A man and a woman.”

      “Were they old? Young?”

      “I can’t be sure,” Sophie bit her lower lip. “I don’t think they’re old. Younger than forty for sure. I just don’t have a clear picture.”

      “You will,” I encouraged her.

      “I hope so,” she said. “It had better be soon, though. Whatever they have planned, it’s going to happen in the next few days.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I remember the man saying that it has to happen the night of the next full moon,” Sophie said. “That’s like two days away, isn’t it?”

      The full moon. I had forgotten. If it was ritualistic, then of course they would try and tie it to the full moon. Even novices knew that. Thistle had said something about the full moon when she’d been in her trance, too. We should have paid more attention to that little detail.

      “So, if we don’t catch them then what happens?” Shane asked.

      “I think, if we don’t catch them soon, then we’ll never catch them,” I admitted truthfully. This was a feeling I couldn’t shake. We were running out of time.

      “Well, that’s just not acceptable,” Sophie huffed. “I refuse to die for nothing. Someone has to pay for killing me – especially before I got to wear my new sweater.”
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      I remained at the office – Googling similar cases throughout the United States until lunch – and then excused myself to go down to Hypnotic to eat with Thistle and Clove. While I had found numerous cases that involved killing teenagers and cutting out their hearts – sick, I know – I could only find a handful that involved killing both a boy and a girl. Either the cases involved a lot more victims or the killer picked one gender and stuck with it.

      I expected Shane to put up a fight to come with me. He hardly noticed, though. He was deep in conversation with Sophie and Edith, with the latter imparting her ghostly wisdom on her younger students.

      When I got to Hypnotic, Thistle looked around wildly for a second. “You didn’t bring them here, did you?”

      “I left them at the newspaper office,” I answered. “They’re bonding with Edith. She’s giving some sort of ghost lesson.”

      “That sounds like a fun afternoon,” Clove said sarcastically.

      “I don’t know. Edith seems to have loosened up since I introduced her to the world she was missing.”

      “Yeah, we heard.”

      “You heard what?”

      “Your mom called and asked us if we knew anything about Edith paying a visit to Aunt Tillie.” Clove delivered the statement in her typical absent-minded nature, but that didn’t stop the pang of fear from rushing through me. Uh-oh.

      “What did you tell her?”

      Thistle must have caught on to my panic because I saw a sly grin track across her face. “Why? Are you worried she knows that you encouraged Edith to go up there and haunt her?”

      “No.” Yes, absolutely. “Besides, you were the one who told Edith to go up there. It wasn’t me.”

      “She’s going to come after you. You know that, don’t you?” Clove cautioned. She ignored the part about Thistle actually being the guilty party in this particular situation.

      “I’m not scared of her.” What? I’m not. I’m terrified of her.

      Clove smiled at me knowingly. “This will at least be entertaining for us. You’re not going to have a good night. We will, though.”

      Crap, crap, crap.

      I ate lunch with Clove and Thistle – but my heart wasn’t really in it. I was worried this would be my last meal – and it wasn’t very good.

      After lunch, I made my way over to the police department. Shane’s autopsy results were supposed to be in and I wanted to see if they revealed anything that we didn’t already know. I also needed a distraction. Obsessing about whatever punishment Aunt Tillie was going to mete out to me wasn’t going to lead to a very productive afternoon.

      Chief Terry looked up when he saw me come in. He didn’t look surprised to see me. “I figured you would show up.”

      “How was your breakfast?”

      “How did you know I went up for breakfast?”

      “I saw your car there when I left for work.”

      “I just figured a solid breakfast couldn’t hurt,” Chief Terry explained.

      “You don’t have to make excuses,” I countered. “I’m the one who sent you up there, remember?”

      I could see Chief Terry redden slightly. I figured the ego boost he received while he had been up there had done him a world of good. “I’m sure they were happy to see you,” I added.

      “They seemed to be.” He seemed a little too pleased with himself. “Well, all except your Aunt Tillie,” he amended.

      “I wouldn’t take it personally,” I said. “She’s never happy to see me either.”

      “Yeah, but she was persnickety – even for her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She kept running around and yelling that she was being haunted by an angry stick figure from hell.”

      Edith.

      “Did she seem angry about it?” I tried to act nonchalant, but I don’t think it was working.

      Chief Terry looked puzzled. “No, more perplexed than anything else. Your mom kept trying to force her to sit down and have a cup of tea. I think they put a shot of bourbon in it to finally convince her. She calmed down some after that.”

      My guess would be three shots.

      “You didn’t hear her mention my name, did you?”

      “Why would she mention your name?”

      “No reason.”

      “I only heard her mention you once,” Chief Terry said. I think he thought he was placating me, but my heart clenched up in fear when he said the words.

      “What did she say? What did she say exactly?”

      “Just that she was looking forward to seeing you.” I doubt that. “And that she couldn’t wait until the next family dinner.” That was probably the truth.

      I could feel the blood drain from my face. God, what hell had she dreamt up for me this time?

      “Your mom told her you would be there for dinner tonight, not to worry.”

      “Family dinner night,” I gritted out through clenched teeth.

      “There’s something I’m missing here,” Chief Terry said.

      “It’s nothing important,” I swallowed hard. “Just the normal family drama.” With a hint of vindictive old lady mixed in for good measure.

      “Sounds fun.” Chief Terry was angling for an invitation. I guess he hadn’t gotten enough Winchester attention to satiate him today. He might make a good buffer.

      “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, it’s a family thing.”

      It wouldn’t take much cajoling to convince him. “All the inn guests will be there, too. I’m sure, given what’s going on, everyone would be thrilled to have someone from law enforcement in attendance,” I lied. “It will be comforting.” She couldn’t openly curse me in front of him. Even she wouldn’t go that far. Would she?

      “Well, if you’re sure …. “

      “I’m sure.”

      “Well, okay then.” He looked genuinely happy. “I guess you’re here to find out what the autopsy results said?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, they were interesting and yet not surprising.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We were right about the hearts being removed.”

      “We already knew that.”

      “It looks like someone tried to sew the bodies back up afterward, though.”

      “What? It didn’t work?”

      “It’s not as easy as it sounds, especially when you’re using sewing thread.” Chief Terry grimaced, despite himself.

      “Sewing thread? Gross.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why would someone use sewing thread?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s all they had access to.” Chief Terry looked as confused by the new tidbit of information as I felt.

      “Why sew them up to begin with?”

      “That’s an even better question. All I can think is that maybe they thought it would make the bodies easier to transport if they didn’t have huge gaping wounds. Maybe it was simply an attempt to cut down on the amount of blood they left behind when they were dragging the body through the maze.”

      Hmm. “Anything else?”

      “As best as we can put it together, Shane Haskell was kept alive for about seven hours before he was killed.”

      “Did he have defensive wounds? Did he fight them?”

      “There was some wear on the body, but the pathologist believes that was from dragging him through the corn maze after he was dead.”

      “So he was killed someplace else?”

      “That’s what it looks like.”

      “Well, that makes sense. There wasn’t a lot of blood at the scene. Either scene, for that matter.”

      “No.”

      “Do you think they did it in their vehicle?”

      “Probably not. That would be a big risk if they were pulled over,” Chief Terry said.

      True.

      “Plus, that’s not a lot of room to work with when you’re trying to cut someone’s heart out,” he expounded. “I have never done it personally, but I would imagine that you need a little more room to maneuver when you’re cutting through that much bone.”

      “That means we’re looking for a secondary location entirely.”

      “And if we don’t know what we’re looking for, it makes it that much harder to find,” Chief Terry admitted.

      “It’s probably closer to here than Traverse City, though.” I don’t know why I believed that, I had no actual proof, but the minute I said it something in my mind clicked. It felt like the truth.

      “That would be my guess, too,” Chief Terry agreed.

      “Anything else?”

      “We’re still waiting for the toxicology results,” he said. “Those won’t be in for at least another day, maybe two. They’re putting a rush on them, but they still take time. We’ll probably know more after that.”

      I got up from the chair. “Well, keep me in the loop.”

      “I will.”

      As I exited his office, I turned back. “Don’t forget dinner. It starts at 7 p.m.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I went back to Hypnotic after I was done at Chief Terry’s office. Clove was busy doing a Tarot reading for a young couple when I entered, so I sat down on the couch and kept what I’d just learned to myself. I didn’t want to freak anyone out.

      Thistle was behind the counter. She met my gaze but didn’t say anything.

      Clove finished up the reading about fifteen minutes later, but the tourists didn’t immediately leave. Instead, they started perusing the store. They looked like they were going to be awhile. Clove joined me on the couch.

      “I invited Chief Terry to dinner,” I said finally.

      “Why?”

      “No reason. I just thought he could use a good meal.”

      “I know why,” Thistle practically sang from behind the counter.

      I glared in her general direction.

      “Why?” Clove asked.

      “Because she thinks Aunt Tillie is less likely to exact revenge with a member of law enforcement in attendance.”

      “That’s not why,” I protested. “I like Chief Terry. I thought he deserved a home cooked meal.”

      “You’re the worst liar ever,” Clove laughed.

      The couple was now up at the register and checking out with a variety of trinkets and power crystals. Thistle conversationally chatted with them. “Are you guys staying locally?”

      “Yes, we just checked into The Overlook this afternoon,” the woman said enthusiastically.

      “Oh, really, that’s my mom’s place … well, all of our moms own it together,” Thistle gestured to Clove and me.

      “Oh, it’s so cool,” the woman enthused. “We had lunch there today, too, and it was amazing. We’re looking forward to dinner there tonight.”

      “We’ll all be there, too,” Thistle said warmly. “It should be an entertaining evening.” Her gaze met mine. I wanted to flip her off, but I knew better than doing it in front of customers.

      “Do you eat dinner there every night?” The woman seemed genuinely curious.

      “Not every night,” Thistle said. “We go up there a couple of times a week, though. It’s a way for us to all be together as a family.”

      “That’s sounds really nice,” the woman said sincerely.

      “Oh, it is,” Clove stifled a laugh. “It’s going to be really fun tonight. A lot of precious family time.”

      I just hoped my mom had hidden the meat cleaver.

      “Why?” The woman asked.

      Clove looked like she wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to say. A family joke is only funny to the actual family at the center of it. Any way she tried to explain it, things were going to look odd to strangers.

      “We just think people are going to be excited because all of the town activity,” Thistle said smoothly.

      “Oh, you mean the murders?” The woman said sagely.

      “Yes, the murders.”

      “Yeah, we heard about them on the news. That’s terrible. Do you think the corn mazes will be open this week? That’s one of the reasons we came.”

      That was a little morbid. “I don’t know,” I said carefully. “Maybe.”

      After the couple left, I filled Clove and Thistle in on the autopsy results. I was still bothered by the couple’s curiosity about the corn mazes. It didn’t sit right with me. Were people coming to town just because of the murders? Had the television reporter been right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I rode back to the inn with Thistle and Clove – and my panic continued to grow exponentially during the drive. We stopped at the guesthouse long enough to drop off our purses and then headed for The Overlook. I was understandably nervous.

      “Don’t let her see you’re scared,” Thistle warned me. “She can smell fear. She’s like a dog that way.”

      “Maybe Bay should act like a dog,” Clove suggested.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, roll over on the floor and expose your belly. Show her you’re subservient.” Clove’s dimple came out to play.

      I slapped Clove’s hand away when she reached out and tried to pet me. “You’re so not funny.”

      “I think we’re funny,” Clove giggled.

      “I think we’re downright hilarious,” Thistle agreed.

      Clove opened the door into the back living quarters and stepped into the room first. I let Thistle follow her – but I remained on the front stoop, frozen in fear.

      Clove tilted her head back out the door and regarded me. “Why don’t you just come in and get it over with. Your fear is bound to be worse than any punishment she’ll actually think up.”

      “That’s not true,” I argued. “Remember when we were kids and we all cut each other’s hair and she cursed us for six months so our hair wouldn’t grow and we were stuck looking like that for what seemed like forever?”

      “Well, we never cut our own hair again, did we?” Thistle said reasonably.

      “I didn’t touch scissors for ten years,” Clove admitted.

      “I’m not comfortable with my hairdresser coming at me with scissors even now,” I countered ruefully.

      “She’s getting old,” Thistle chided. “She probably already forgot what she was mad at you about. Maybe she’ll just swear at you a couple of times, kick you in the shins and move on?”

      That would be nice – but I knew I wouldn’t be that lucky.

      I finally swallowed as much fear as I could – shoving it down into an uncomfortable mass in the pit of my stomach – and wandered into the den. I wanted to sigh out loud when I saw that the room was happily vacant. “Why didn’t you tell me no one was in here?” I hissed at Thistle.

      “Because that would have been the nice thing to do,” she said simply. “I’m feeling anything but nice tonight.”

      What makes tonight different than any other night? She really is my least favorite cousin.

      “I agree with Thistle,” Clove said with an uneven smile. “Watching you get terrorized by Aunt Tillie is pretty much going to be the highlight of my evening.”

      And yet I liked Thistle better than Clove.

      I stiffened when I heard a pair of heels clacking on the hardwood floor coming from the kitchen. I didn’t release the breath I’d been holding hostage until I caught sight of Twila. She smiled warmly when she saw us all. When her gaze met mine, though, I swear I saw a hint of sympathy flash across her face.

      “Hi, Mom,” Thistle greeted her. “Is Aunt Tillie on a rampage after Bay, or what?” Thistle never met a thought she didn’t immediately utter.

      “Whatever do you mean, dear,” Twila feigned ignorance. She never met a lie she didn’t immediately bungle.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t work on us, Mom,” Thistle admonished her. “We know when you’re lying – and you’re telling a big old whopper right now. Besides, we already heard Aunt Tillie is gunning for Bay.”

      “Who told you that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Well, Edith herself told Bay. Then Chief Terry might have mentioned something to her when she stopped by his office this afternoon. Oh, and let’s not forget that you told me that very thing over the phone when you talked to me this afternoon,” Thistle’s voice was practically dripping with sarcasm by the time she was done with her diatribe.

      “No one likes a bitch, dear,” Twila said in a saccharine voice as she patted Thistle a little too harshly on the cheek. “You’ll never find a man if you talk down to him like that. Of course, any man you find right now would have to look past your hair and try to find the warmth inside you, anyway. That might be too much of a task for most men.”

      “Yep, I walked right into that one, didn’t I?” Thistle chastised herself.

      “It could be worse,” Twila countered. “At least your Aunt Tillie isn’t looking to exact revenge on you.”

      Great. Now I felt much better.

      I puttered around the den while Thistle and Clove moved to the kitchen door. Clove cast a long glance back at me and smiled. “Are you coming?”

      “In a minute.”

      “Just suck it up and get it over with. Maybe if you beg, she’ll give you a shorter sentence.”

      “You’re my least favorite cousin,” I informed her angrily.

      “That will only last until Thistle pisses you off and we both know it,” Clove said absently. “You’ve been dead to me three times this month and she’s been dead to me two times this month – which I guess means that she’s due.”

      My family has some pretty faulty logic in the grand scheme of things.

      Despite my rampant misgivings, I reluctantly followed Thistle and Clove into the kitchen. I glanced around the room nervously. My mom was at the stove stirring what looked like gravy. Marnie was at the counter mashing potatoes. Twila was at the other counter transferring stuffing from the skillet to a big serving bowl.

      “Mm, something smells good,” Clove murmured, inhaling excitedly. “Is that meatloaf I smell?”

      “Yes,” Marnie said. “We thought, given all that’s going on in the town, people would feel better if we had some nice, old-fashioned comfort food.”

      You can’t argue with food logic – especially when it’s spot on. Who doesn’t love mashed potatoes?

      I saw Thistle lean over the pan of meatloaf and wrinkle her nose distastefully. “I don’t like meatloaf,” she complained.

      “Then eat the mashed potatoes, stuffing, creamed spinach, salad and the peach cobbler we made for dessert,” Twila frowned at her. “You’ll hardly starve.”

      Thistle looked appropriately abashed. I thought now might be a good time to distract everyone by making them look at something else – like Thistle.

      “Didn’t you say you were thinking of becoming a vegetarian?” I said the comment innocently enough, but Thistle knew exactly what I was doing.

      “No,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Marnie had practically dropped the handheld masher into the bowl when I’d uttered the words. “A vegetarian?” The horror in her voice was evident. She was reacting like I said Thistle had decided to become a pedophile or something. This was a good start.

      “That’s not true, is it?” Twila looked equally upset.

      “Bay is just trying to distract everyone because of Aunt Tillie,” Thistle shot back.

      “I bet Aunt Tillie won’t want to hear the news about you becoming a vegetarian.” I winked at Thistle cheekily.

      Thistle narrowed her eyes at me dangerously.

      “I think she’ll be more upset when she finds out that it was your idea for Edith to come up here and bug her,” Thistle shot back.

      “I already know that,” a cranky voice grumbled. Crap! Aunt Tillie had just swung into the room like a tiny little Energizer Bunny on a mission.

      “Thistle’s becoming a vegetarian,” I boldly announced.

      Aunt Tillie froze, despite herself. “A vegetarian? Meaning you’re only going to eat rabbit food? Like you’re going to walk around munching on carrots?”

      Point for me.

      “No,” Thistle said harshly. “I just said that I don’t like meatloaf. I never said I was going to become a vegetarian. Bay is just trying to distract you.”

      “Not true. Didn’t you say that the venison stew they made last week tasted like feet? And it made you want to not eat meat for an entire week, didn’t it?”

      Thistle froze. She had said that.

      Thistle glared at me harshly. It was all out war now. “Bay told Edith the best way to get you was to sing when you’re trying to sleep.”

      That was a blatant lie. “Thistle said that eating a burger is like murdering a child.”

      Okay, that was a blatant lie, too.

      “Bay told me that you guys used to have a pot field behind the herb garden!”

      Whoa, where did that come from?

      Mom, Marnie and Twila all reared back in shock. I turned to see Chief Terry standing behind all three of them. He had obviously walked in at the tail end of the conversation. His face had turned bright red.

      “Who told you that?” Marnie hissed, turning on me aggressively.

      “Apparently it’s common knowledge,” I lied. I refused to even look in Chief Terry’s direction. They would know if I did.

      Aunt Tillie had narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. Thankfully, though, they weren’t resting on me.

      “You told me that was oregano!”

      I saw my mom swallow hard in the shadow of Aunt Tillie’s fury. I couldn’t help but feel a momentary shot of relief – but it was short-lived. Thistle had sold out our mothers to save her own ass. Well, to save both our asses, actually. Well, on second thought, maybe it wasn’t so bad. It’s not like they hadn’t done the same thing to the three of us on previous occasions.

      “We never told you that was oregano,” Marnie countered. “You asked us if that was oregano. We just didn’t correct you.”

      “No, I asked you if it was pot. I said I hoped it was oregano,” Aunt Tillie was practically seething.

      “Well, we gave you your wish,” Twila twittered. “You should be happy. We made you very happy that day.”

      Now I see where Clove, Thistle and I get it from. It’s really scary what things get passed from one generation to the next – like lying.

      “I knew it,” Aunt Tillie blew out her rage in an exaggerated sigh. “I knew the minute you uprooted it that something was going on. Then I saw that it sprouted up again last spring behind the creek, off in the corner by weeping willow, and I knew you’d been lying to me all along.”

      Thistle turned her eyes and met my gaze with a look of incredulity on her face. They hadn’t destroyed the field. They had just moved it. We both turned our eyes to Chief Terry. He obviously was having an internal debate about what he had and had not just heard. I still didn’t think my mom, Marnie and Twila had any idea he was in the room. If Aunt Tillie knew, she certainly didn’t care. I couldn’t help but wonder if the guests were out in the dining room listening to us rip each other to shreds.

      “What field? We didn’t move the field.” My mom is the worst liar of the seven of us.

      “Really? Did it sprout wings and move itself?”

      “Magic is a wondrous and mystical thing. Maybe it did?” Twila was desperately grasping at straws. Okay, maybe she was the worst liar.

      “And why would the pot be so desperate to save itself?” Aunt Tillie was about to throw down on all of us. I just knew it.

      “It has medicinal purposes. It knew we might need it,” Twila said sincerely.

      Oh, very nice.

      Thistle had apparently decided she’d had enough of the conversation. “Oh, who cares if they have a pot field? As long as they’re not selling it to the kids in town, it’s really not a big deal.”

      “Pot is a gateway drug, young lady,” Aunt Tillie pointed her gnarled finger in Thistle’s direction. “They’ll get addicted and then they’ll try harder drugs.”

      “They’re in their fifties,” Clove shrugged. “If they haven’t experimented further at this point, they’re not going to do it now. It’s not like they’re all going to pack up in the Scooby van and go on the never-ending search for ‘shrooms – or acid.”

      Aunt Tillie turned her evil eye on Clove. “You seem to know an awful lot about drugs, young lady.”

      Clove’s face drained of color when she realized Aunt Tillie was now focused on her. “I saw it on television,” she said hastily.

      “Quite frankly, I’m relieved,” Thistle added. “At least now I know that it was the pot that led to all that naked dancing in the woods. Otherwise, it was just weird.”

      Aunt Tillie shushed her with a single look. Then she turned her gaze to me, a look of frank consternation on her face. Uh-oh. “You’ve been awfully quiet,” she said.

      “I’m just appalled at the lack of judgment this family has shown,” I said. “I mean, drugs, how terrible – and unexpected – how terribly unexpected.” Okay, maybe I’m the worst liar in the family.

      Clove and Thistle shot me death glares. I did feel a little bit like a hypocrite.

      “Oh, stuff it,” she muttered. “You’re only saying this because you know I’m pissed about the Edith situation - -and I will exact revenge for that at a later date – don’t think I won’t. You sent that stick thin ghost out here to haunt me because you knew it would upset me and you’re only happy when you’re upsetting me.”

      I had begun slashing my hand across my chest to cut her off the second I realized the road the conversation was going to take us down. She obviously didn’t get the gesture, though. “And don’t think I don’t know that’s some newfangled way to tell me to go fuck myself. I know what the kids today are doing.” Obviously.

      I turned to Chief Terry, fear was written all over my face. What would he say? How would he react? Maybe he’d just think she was a crazy old lady.

      My mom, Twila and Marnie seemed to notice that I was looking in the other direction. They were stunned when they saw Chief Terry at the door.

      “Did I mention I invited Chief Terry to dinner?” I asked lamely.

      Aunt Tillie turned and met Chief Terry’s steady gaze. “It’s not like he didn’t know we were weird already. Stop crapping yourselves,” she admonished. “Bay talks to ghosts. So do I. Edith Harper is a ghost who haunts the paper. Bay recently convinced her to come up here and start haunting me as a joke – only it’s not funny at all.”

      If Chief Terry was surprised by Aunt Tillie’s small speech, he didn’t show it. Instead, he smiled at every woman in the room in turn – six of whom were currently drowning in a sea of silent panic – and then he finally spoke in a clipped and even tone. “Is that meatloaf I smell? It smells delicious.”

      An audible release of pent up breath could be heard amongst all of us. Chief Terry took a bowl of green beans and carried them from the kitchen into the other room. We all made a move to follow suit. Everyone was carrying a separate dish when we paused at the kitchen door and exchanged worried glances.

      “Maybe it just hasn’t sunk in,” my mom said.

      “Maybe he’s not going to say anything,” Twila, the eternal optimist, offered.

      “Maybe he just doesn’t care,” Aunt Tillie practically growled. She gets grumpy when she doesn’t get fed at exactly 7 p.m.

      We diligently walked into the dining room to find the entire cadre of inn guests already seated at the dining room table. They’d been sitting stock still and watching the kitchen door expectantly. Uh-oh.

      They all broke into spontaneous applause when they saw us. A couple even got to their feet.

      I moved around the table, despite my confusion, and lowered the meatloaf dish to the table before my hands suffered serious burns. The dish was hot. I turned to Emily, the girl who had discovered Shane’s body with me, in confusion.

      “Why are you clapping?”

      She didn’t get a chance to answer. The young woman from Hypnotic that afternoon did it for her. “I love dinner theater!”
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      Instead of correcting the dinner guests, we all made a tacit agreement to pretend the ugly scene that had just transpired in the kitchen was exactly what they thought it was – entertainment for the masses – and nothing else.

      We all managed to make it through dinner without cracking – or cracking up – but there was a decided pall across the table.

      The female shopper from Hypnotic – I found out her name was Carrie – wouldn’t stop asking me if we’d ever had formal theater training.

      “There’s not really any formal theater training out here,” I said ruefully.

      “But you were all so good,” she gushed.

      “Just a lot of practice, I guess,” Thistle laughed. There was true merriment behind Thistle’s laugh – but it wasn’t for the reason that Carrie thought.

      It was obvious that Aunt Tillie wasn’t exactly happy about our ruse. She sat at the end of the table, arms crossed obstinately across her chest, and she made periodic snorting sounds when people kept referring to our “marvelous performances.”

      Chief Terry was sitting in between Marnie and Twila – and across from my mom – and he kept shooting wary glances toward Aunt Tillie, but he didn’t say anything. Even when the crowd started questioning him about the murders, he answered their questions in a reassuring manner – but he never did give them the inside tidbits that they truly wanted. I realized that he was better at holding things close to the vest than I ever imagined.

      After the main course, I managed to extricate myself from the situation. I said I had to get some sleep because I had to get most of the articles for this week’s edition of the paper prepared tomorrow. Everyone knew that Wednesdays were my busy days – so they really didn’t put up much of a fuss about it.

      “I’ll send a slice of cobbler home with Thistle and Clove so you can have a snack later,” my mom said as I was leaving.

      My reasons for leaving weren’t exactly a lie. I was exhausted. I also wanted a little time to myself to think. I made my way back to the guesthouse, changed into my blue flannel sleeping pants and a tank top, and braided my hair quickly so it wouldn’t get all snarled during the night. I debated washing my makeup off – but that was one rule I usually followed, out of habit, if nothing else.

      I had just settled into bed when a thought occurred to me: I hadn’t seen Shane and Sophie since this afternoon.

      Huh.

      Maybe they were still with Edith? Could something bad happen to ghosts? I didn’t think so, but I really couldn’t rule it out either. Crap! It’s not like I could pick up a phone and call them.

      I climbed out of bed tiredly. I would like to forget the whole thing, roll over and get some sleep. I knew that wasn’t even remotely possible, though. As long as my mind remained busy with worries about their whereabouts, I wouldn’t be able to drift off. Sophie had been too excited to meet Aunt Tillie to purposely miss dinner.

      I slipped into a pair of tennis shoes – but I didn’t change out of my pajamas. It was after dark. No one would be at the paper except the ghosts – and I wasn’t exactly worried about what they would say about my choice in sleeping apparel.

      I grabbed a hoodie off the hook on the wall as I exited. I thought briefly about leaving a note on the counter for Thistle and Clove, but I had a feeling I would get back to the guesthouse before they did.

      During the drive to the paper, I pondered the day’s events. We knew we had two killers – a man and a woman – and if Sophie was right, they didn’t plan on killing anyone else. Why kill two kids in the first place then? It didn’t make any sense.

      The other thing I couldn’t quite let go of was Chief Terry’s brief comments about the meth trade. Did the new visitors in town really have nothing to do with the murders? Could they only be tied to the drugs? Is it possible they were tied to neither?

      Thanks to a quick bout of curiosity, I swung my car right – so I would drive past the Johnson farm – on my way to town. It added about two miles to my trek – but I wanted to make sure that no one was out at the scene – including Sophie and Shane.

      When I got close to the maze, I slowed down. I was still almost half a mile away from it. Since I was going so slowly, I couldn’t help but notice when my headlights bounced off a metallic object that was halfway obscured in the ditch. A bicycle?

      I don’t know what possessed me to do it, but I killed the lights on my car. I slowly rolled it to a stop, parking alongside the side of the road, and exiting my vehicle curiously. I know. I’ve seen enough horror movies to realize that this is exactly how you get yourself killed – and yet I did it anyway. I moved back toward the area where I saw the sudden reflection of light. It wasn’t a full moon, but it was close. There was enough illumination for me to get at least a semblance of what was in the ditch.

      It was a motorcycle.

      My mind immediately jumped to Landon. Why was he in the corn maze? Then my mind went to another place. What if it was Russ? Then my mind went to the worst place. What if it was all of them?

      I had a decision to make. The smart thing to do would be to run to my car, drive it into town and use the office phone to call Chief Terry. Like an idiot, my cell phone was sitting on the nightstand in my bedroom. And the office was closer to me – and in a more populated area – than the guesthouse.

      Instead, I did the stupid thing. I squared my shoulders and headed toward the corn maze purposefully.

      One could argue that self-preservation isn’t my strong suit – and they would be right. I should be the lone girl who survives a horror movie. Instead, I’m her dippy friend who gets killed in the opening reel.

      I tried to be as quiet as I could as I entered the corn maze. I had to dip low to slip underneath the police tape, but it’s not like it was much of a deterrent. I had a small flashlight on my key ring, but I didn’t want to risk using it. Truth be told, I had no idea what I was going to do – even if I found someone in the maze.

      I had been moving through the maze for about five minutes when I realized I wasn’t sure if I could find my way to the center of it without Chief Terry. He had led me the first time. Had I paid attention?

      Not only was I trying to make my way through the darkened maze by the power of moonlight alone, but I was also trying to do it as stealthily as possible. If someone was in the maze and they heard me traipsing around, they would undoubtedly try to find out who was here.

      I had just about convinced myself to turn around when I felt a presence slip in beside me. I froze in fear. It wasn’t a human presence, though. When I looked to my left I saw that Sophie was beside me. “What are you doing here?” She whispered, even though I was the only one who could hear her.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t bring myself to open my mouth and answer her. Someone would definitely hear us then.

      I felt another presence move up to my right side. I didn’t have to turn to see that it was Shane. I looked at them questioningly. What were they doing here?

      Shane must have read the confusion on my face. “We thought that revisiting this place might jog our memories. We went out to where I was found first, but nothing happened. That’s why we came out here.”

      Sophie had obviously heard a noise in front of us because she quirked her head slightly. “There’s someone else here?”

      I nodded mutely.

      “Do you think it’s the person who killed me? Who killed us?”

      I could only shrug. Even if I could speak out loud, I wouldn’t be able to answer that question.

      “Go to the car,” Shane ordered. “We’ll go see who it is and meet you back at the guesthouse. We can’t die twice.”

      I wanted to listen to him. I honestly did. My feet didn’t seem to be working properly, though. I looked up to them both helplessly.

      Shane looked perplexed. “I think she’s frozen in fear.”

      “Wouldn’t you be?” Sophie admonished him. “We’re already dead and I’m terrified.”

      We could all hear the footsteps getting closer. It was too late at this point. If I did manage to move, he would hear me and give chase. If I didn’t move, he would inevitably run into me.

      I could hear the slow shuffle of feet just around the corner. I was powerless to do anything but take a deep breath and wait. When the dark figure moved around the corner it froze a couple of feet in front of me.

      “Who is that?” The voice was low and clearly male.

      “Don’t answer him,” Sophie urged me. “Maybe he’ll run the other way in fear.”

      “Not if he’s the killer,” Shane argued.

      I couldn’t make out the figure in the dark. I could see a couple of furtive movements, but in general it was just a tall blob. The only thing I knew for sure is that it was a man – or a female wrestler. The figure reached behind its back. I held my breath for a second, exhaling sharply when the figure brought the hand back out and snapped a light on my face.

      It took my eyes a second to adjust to the light – and the only refrain going through my mind was: Please let it be the cops. Please let it be the cops. Jail is better than death, after all.

      I was shocked when the figure openly swore. “Jesus H. Christ! You’ve got to be kidding me! Bay? Bay Winchester? Just what in the hell are you doing here?”

      Despite the fear ripping through me only seconds before, I recognized the voice, and it didn’t bring the heart-gripping fear I expected it to. “Landon?”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” he grumbled. He still hadn’t lowered the flashlight from my face.

      Sophie had moved over to the side of him and was giving him a piercing look. “I don’t recognize him,” she said finally. “He is really hot, though.”

      Shane shot her a dirty look. “I don’t recognize him either. I think he looks like he’s up to no good, regardless.”

      I wanted to snap at them both to shut up, but I didn’t think that now was the right time to give Landon further evidence that I was crazy. Plus, if he did kill me and carry my body away, the two of them would be the only ones capable of telling Thistle and Clove where to find me.

      “Are you suddenly deaf?” Landon snapped. “Are you in some sort of shock? Why are you here?”

      I managed to recover – if only momentarily – and shot him an evil glare of my own. “I might ask you the same question.”

      “I asked you first,” he muttered.

      “I thought I saw someone going into the maze and I thought I should probably check it out.” That’s not really a lie. Okay, it’s not really the truth either, but it’s not an overt lie.

      “You saw a shadowy figure go into a corn maze, after dark, a corn maze where a body was found less than 24 hours ago, mind you, and you thought it was a good idea to follow that figure?” Landon ran the flashlight up and down my body. “In your pajamas?”

      What? That’s totally possible. “Yes, I did.” If you’re going to lie, commit to the act and don’t even think about abandoning it.

      Landon regarded me for a second. I could tell he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t look like he particularly wanted to challenge me either. He seemed to be waging an internal battle with himself instead. “That story makes no sense,” he said finally.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here and I’ll tell you if that makes sense?”

      Landon looked flustered again. “What?”

      “You were obviously the person I saw go into the corn maze. Why are you here?”

      Now Landon looked uncomfortable. “I just wanted to look around.”

      “At a murder scene?”

      “I thought the cops said that this was just the body dump?”

      Body dump? That was a weird way to put it. “How did you know that? I didn’t see that on the news.”

      Landon ignored the question. “I guess I was just a little morbidly curious.” He was trying to act badass. He lacked a certain level of conviction, though.

      “You get off on seeing body dump locations?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he protested.

      “I still don’t understand why you’re here,” I repeated.

      “I just wanted to see the crime scene,” he snapped.

      “I’m sorry, but that seems weird for a random biker guy.”

      “That seems judgmental for a random newspaper woman.” He challenged.

      I narrowed my eyes as I regarded him. “I’m not judgmental.”

      “You’ve been obsessed with me since the moment you laid eyes on me.” Even under the pale moonlight, I could see the twinkle in his eye.

      “I am not obsessed with you,” I said hotly.

      “I would be,” Sophie said from beside me. “He is dreamy.”

      “He is not dreamy,” I muttered.

      I saw Landon look around for a second. It was clear I’d said that last statement as part of a conversation – and yet he hadn’t heard Sophie’s comment. “What did you say?”

      “I said, I hope I’m dreaming,” I lied.

      “You dream about me a lot, do you?” Landon was back to being flirty. At least he wasn’t trying to kill me.

      “Listen, as much as I would love to sit in the middle of a corn maze and continue to get nowhere with you, I really need to get some sleep.”

      Landon smiled at me. “You want to go somewhere with me?”

      I was confused for a second, and then I realized what I said. “I meant as far as you telling the truth,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh,” he nodded knowingly.

      “I don’t have time to play games with you,” I said harshly. “Some of us have actual jobs.”

      I turned, mustering as much righteous indignation as I could, and started to flounce out of the corn maze. Instead, I tripped over something on the ground – I think it was the corner of a bale of hay – and sprawled forward.

      “Oww!”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m great. I just broke my ankle. What couldn’t be great about that?”

      “You broke your ankle?” Landon sounded genuinely concerned.

      He flicked the light around until he saw me sitting on the ground, rubbing my ankle. “It’s not broken,” I grumbled. “It’s just twisted.”

      I saw that Landon was trying not to laugh. The absurdity of the situation wasn’t lost on me, but I didn’t think now was the time to start making fun of me either. “Don’t you dare laugh! This is not funny.”

      “I’m not laughing.”

      “You’re laughing inside.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Don’t lie to me; I can see it written across your face.”

      “It’s dark; you can’t even see my face.”

      Landon reached down and helped me to my feet. I could put a little weight on my ankle, but I had a feeling I was going to be in a world of hurt tomorrow. Landon must have realized that, too.

      “Are you going to be able to drive home?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said crossly.

      “Is there someone at home who can help you in the morning?” He asked the question innocently enough, but I noticed the slight edge to his voice when he uttered the words. He was hoping for a specific answer.

      “Yes, I live with someone.”

      “Your cousins,” Shane scoffed. “That’s not what he was asking, and you know it.”

      I ignored him.

      I saw Landon’s face fall slightly. He didn’t say anything, though. “Well, let me help you to your car anyway.”

      I wanted to tell him no, but I could feel my ankle starting to balloon. As it stood now, I was going to have to sit in the driveway at home and honk until Thistle and Clove came out to help me into the house. Thankfully, Twila was a master at making healing poultices, and I would probably actually be able to walk tomorrow (even if it was with a limp).

      It took Landon about ten minutes to maneuver me to my car. He opened the door and helped me slide in, but he didn’t shut the door even after he was sure I was settled inside comfortably.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be able to get home?”

      “I already told you. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure the guy you live with will be able to help you?”

      I saw him grimace when he said the word guy and couldn’t help but smile to myself. “I don’t live with a guy,” I admitted. “I live with my cousins. It will be fine. They should be home by now.”

      “I’ll follow you to make sure you get there,” he said finally, although I did see him perk up when I admitted to living with my cousins.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I protested.

      “It will make me feel better,” he mock pleaded.

      “Fine,” I relented.

      I was surprised when he started moving away from me instead of toward the ditch. In other words, he was moving away from his motorcycle.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I parked my bike behind the maze,” he said. “It will just take a second for me to get it and then I’ll follow you home.”

      “I thought your motorcycle was in the ditch over there,” I faltered, pointing in the direction where I had found the motorcycle earlier.

      Landon’s eyes narrowed. “Why did you think that?”

      “That’s why I stopped,” I finally admitted. “I saw the bike in the ditch.”

      “Where?” Landon’s voice had taken on a hard edge.

      I made a move to get out of the car, but Landon stopped me. “Just point.”

      Landon jogged over to the area I had identified. I watched as he dropped to his knees and peered into the ditch, but I couldn’t see what he was looking at. After a few minutes, he jogged back over to me.

      “There’s nothing there,” he said. “It looks like something was there, the grass is flattened, but it’s not there anymore.”

      I bit my lower lip. “So someone else was here?”

      Landon nodded grimly. “And I have an idea who.”

      Neither one of us said it aloud, but we were both thinking the same thing – I could tell. Russ.
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      There was good news and bad news the next morning. The good news was that I was right, the poultice I had put on my ankle the night before had done wonders. It was still a garish looking purple color – but I could put some weight on it. I would be limping for the next two days, but it was nowhere near as bad as it could have been.

      The bad news? I still had no idea who had committed these murders and I was now completely convinced that Landon’s friends – if not Landon himself – were tied up in something hinky. He had been out at the corn maze looking for something. I don’t know if he found it or not. Of course, he could have killed me. No one knew I was out there, after all. Still, he hadn’t even shown the slightest inclination that he was considering that.

      I stumbled out into the kitchen. Thistle looked up when she saw my very ungraceful entrance. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I got caught in a corn maze when I shouldn’t have been there.”

      Thistle smirked. “I mean your ankle.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. It doesn’t feel great. It doesn’t feel like it’s going to fall off or anything either, though.”

      “Well that’s good,” Thistle said with fake enthusiasm. “It’s good to start out every day with something to be thankful for.”

      Smartass.

      I slid into one of the stools, being careful not to jostle my ankle against anything hard, and accepted the cup of coffee Thistle shoved toward me. It smelled like heaven in a cup – with cream.

      “So ….” Thistle started.

      “So what?”

      “You want to tell me who the guy on the motorcycle was last night?”

      “What guy?”

      “You know very well what guy. Long, black hair. Killer blue eyes. If I had to guess, a washboard stomach and some truly impressive shoulders are probably part of that package, too.”

      “He’s just a guy I know,” I averted my gaze from her, although I could feel the heat creeping up my neck.

      “Who are we talking about?” Clove was coming out of the bathroom and she looked interested in our conversation. “Mr. Hottie on the motorcycle last night? You said you weren’t going to ask her about him if I wasn’t here,” Clove said accusingly.

      “Well, you should have been faster. I couldn’t hold it in anymore.”

      “She’s been up for like two minutes,” Clove countered.

      “Well, you know I have zero impulse control. You should have planned accordingly.”

      Clove frowned. “You’re dead to me.”

      Well, it looked like we were both up to three deaths this month. I wondered who would get the tiebreaker.

      If I thought Thistle and Clove had forgotten what they were originally interested in – I was sadly mistaken.

      “So, who was he?” Clove asked. She was still shooting angry mental daggers in Thistle’s direction.

      “I told you, he’s a guy I met around town,” I said evasively.

      “Well, we have a store right on the main drag in town and we’ve never seen him,” Thistle argued. “Where did you meet him again?”

      “I met him at the corn maze the day we found Shane’s body,” I admitted.

      Thistle puzzled the answer over in her head for a few minutes. Then I saw a sudden flash of recognition register on her face. “He’s one of the people Chief Terry thinks is involved in the meth trade, isn’t he? He’s the guy Chief Terry warned you to stay away from?”

      Who told her that? Don’t freak out, I cautioned myself internally. If she smells blood in the water she’ll attack. She’s like Jaws that way. I mentally calmed myself and then shrugged calmly. “I have no idea what Chief Terry thinks of him.” I just know he hates him.

      “If Chief Terry thinks that you should stay away from him, maybe you should.” Clove bit her lower lip as she thought about it. “On the other hand, he’s really hot. Screw Chief Terry. There’s probably nothing wrong with him.”

      Sometimes I love the way Clove’s mind works.

      “At least have sex with him before you ask if he’s a drug dealer,” she added. “If you do it beforehand, that could make the sex really weird.”

      Sometimes Clove’s mind is a frightening place – like a house of mirrors at a carnival, or a bag full of really angry cats.

      “I don’t think he’s a drug dealer,” I said finally.

      “Why? Because he’s cute?” Thistle kept trying to catch Clove’s gaze so they could make up – but Clove was resisting the process. She didn’t even take the donut that Thistle kept trying to entice her with – and they were pumpkin donuts, Clove’s favorite.

      “No ….” I started. “There’s just something about him. If he was doing something illegal out there and he wanted to shut me up, he could have hurt me last night and no one would have known. Instead, he helped me.”

      “He didn’t know that for sure, though,” Clove reminded me. “For all he knew, someone else could have been with you.”

      “No, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have.”

      If anyone else would have made that statement, Thistle and Clove probably would have scoffed at them. The truth is, though, most of our ‘feelings’ were usually justified.

      “Then why do you think he was out there?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said. “He seemed genuinely surprised when I told him about seeing the other motorcycle.”

      “That could have been an act.” Thistle was still reluctant to the idea of Landon – even if he was hot.

      “It could have been,” I agreed. “It didn’t feel like an act, though.”

      “Most people are better liars than we are,” Clove reminded me.

      She had a point.

      Clove and Thistle offered to help me shower – but that was too weird for any of us to actually contemplate for more than a few seconds. I actually managed to get in and out on my own with very little difficulty.

      Instead of driving to the office, I rode with Clove and Thistle and they dropped me off at the front of The Whistler before heading over to Hypnotic. “We’ll bring you lunch and pick you up after work,” Thistle promised.

      I waved them both off. The last thing I needed was two more mother hens pecking at me. The four I already had were more than enough.

      When I made it to my office, I heard voices from the records room. Instead of sitting at my desk, I made my way toward the voices. I wasn’t surprised to see Edith. I wasn’t even surprised to see Sophie and Shane with her. I was surprised to see several files spread out on the countertop by the filing cabinets, though.

      “How … did you do this?” I looked at Edith incredulously.

      “Do what?”

      “Take out the files. You did do this, right?”

      “Yes. I remembered something and I couldn’t wait for you to come here and do it for me so I did it myself.”

      “You actually managed to move something ... something physically?” I was amazed.

      “You act like I cured cancer,” Edith said bitterly. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “You’ve never done it before.”

      “Of course I have,” she countered. “I change the channel on the television all the time.”

      I thought about this a second and then shook my head. “I don’t remember ever seeing you change the television channel.”

      “That’s because I always do it when you’re not looking,” Edith chided me.

      “Why would you do that?”

      Edith stopped flipping through the pages of the file she was looking at and fixed me with a cold stare. “Maybe I didn’t want you to know what I was watching. I am entitled to a little privacy.”

      “You weren’t watching porn or anything – we don’t have any pay channels here – so what was the big deal?”

      “She likes Nick at Nite,” Shane supplied.

      Nick at Nite? “You mean she likes reruns of old sitcoms?”

      “Basically.”

      Edith looked momentarily flummoxed. “They help me learn about all the things I’ve missed throughout the years,” she said finally.

      “It’s not a big deal. I like old sitcoms, too.”

      I couldn’t understand why she was so worked up.

      “She’s got a crush on the father on ‘Everybody Loves Raymond,’” Shane teased.

      “I do not. I think he’s just very charming.”

      “Frank?”

      “That’s his name, yes,” Edith said.

      “Isn’t he the gross one that walks around farting?”

      Edith changed the subject. “Anyway, I remembered something last night.”

      “What?”

      “About thirty years ago, there were a couple of similar murders,” Edith said triumphantly.

      The surprise must have blatantly registered across my face because Edith didn’t wait for me to respond before she plowed on.

      “I was obviously already a ghost by that point,” she explained. “No one could see me then, though, so I basically just sat around the office and listened to everyone. We had five workers at that point. One day I remember them talking about the body of a boy being found – and it was missing its heart.”

      “Was it in a corn maze?” I had trouble believing that I wouldn’t have heard about a brutal slaying like this. I had done research on the Internet, too, and hadn’t found anything about these other supposed murders.

      “That’s the thing. It wasn’t in a corn maze. And it technically wasn’t here either.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The body was found in a deserted barn,” Edith said. “And the barn was in Barker Creek.”

      “Barker Creek? That’s like forty miles away.”

      “Yeah. But it was big news at the time. That’s really not that far away when you think about it.”

      She was right. “A few days after the boy was found, a girl was found the same way. Her heart was missing and her body was abandoned in a barn. I think this one was in like Acme, but it was only a few miles away from the first body.”

      “Did they ever catch who did it?”

      “No,” Edith shook her head. “It was big news for a long time, but the police ran out of leads and eventually everyone forgot about it.”

      “I guess, since it didn’t happen right here in Hemlock Cove, that explains why I’ve never heard of it,” I said to myself.

      Edith nodded. I looked over her shoulder at the articles she was perusing. I asked if I could borrow them and then sat down heavily on the couch to read through them.

      I spent the next two hours wading through the extensive coverage. “It looks like they covered it really well,” I said when I was done.

      “I told you, it was the biggest thing to happen to this area in years,” Edith said.

      “They sound like similar cases,” I broke off, biting my lip.

      “What are you thinking?” Edith looked confused.

      “If it’s the same killer – or the same killers – then they would be kind of old right now,” I explained. “If you were that old, would you be confident enough to approach teenagers in a high-risk area? Would you be strong enough to carry their bodies?”

      Edith considered my question seriously. “Maybe it’s not the same killers. Maybe it’s someone who read about the previous killings and wanted to repeat it?”

      “Like a copycat?”

      Edith nodded.

      “Why do it now, though? Why not do it when people still remembered the old case? As far as I know, no one around here even talks about these cases.”

      “Maybe the killer is just crazy,” Edith clucked. “You can’t find reason in crazy.”

      “That’s a good point, too.”

      I gathered up all the articles and shoved them back into the envelope. “Are you done with them?” Edith looked at me quizzically.

      “No,” I said. “I have to focus on this week’s edition. I’m going to take this out to the inn later and see what my mom remembers.”

      “That’s probably a good idea,” Edith acknowledged. Then she brightened suddenly. “If I remember right, your Aunt Tillie was called in as a psychic in that first case.”

      Well, this was definitely the first time I heard of anything like that. As far as I knew, Aunt Tillie had a general disdain of law enforcement. “Who called her in?”

      “I can’t remember exactly,” Edith said. “One of the families hired a private investigator and they came out to talk with Tillie and to see if she could talk to the dead or something, if I remember right. Which I guess she can actually do, so I probably should stop making fun of her for that.”

      “I don’t understand why I’ve never heard about any of this?”

      Edith seemed nonplussed. “I would wager there are a lot of things you don’t know about your family.”

      I’d give even odds that she was right.
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      After my discussion with Edith, I couldn’t really focus on work. Instead, I did something I rarely do – I delegated. I called the paginator Lynn in early and told her I’d be willing to pay her overtime if she could handle a few of my duties. I explained that I was working on a banner story on the murders that would take up most of the edition – and that was essentially true.

      Despite the fact that my ankle was still tender, I managed to hobble downtown to Hypnotic. I had brought the files Edith had unearthed with me.

      “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to be walking!” Clove chided me when she saw me stumble inside the store.

      “It’s fine,” I waved her off. “Trust me. It could be a lot worse.”

      “What are you doing here? We were going to bring you lunch.”

      “I’ll just eat here with you guys.”

      “What about Friday’s paper?” Clove was like another mother sometimes, I swear.

      “I called Lynn in early.”

      Thistle and Clove exchanged wary glances.

      “What?” I asked in irritation.

      “You just seem a little obsessed,” Clove said gently.

      “Really? I seem obsessed? Why? Because we have ghosts living with us? Because we have murderers dropping bodies in cornfields? Because Aunt Tillie is still figuring out exactly how she’s going to get back at me for the Edith situation?” My voiced had taken on a decidedly shrill tone.

      Thistle took an involuntary step back. “Fine, you’re not obsessed. You’re acting totally normal.”

      I blew out a random sigh as I regarded them. “I know I’m a little …”

      “Nuts?”

      “Scary?”

      “I was going to say intense,” I corrected the two of them. “I just can’t help it.”

      “We know,” Thistle said. “You’re going to get hurt if you don’t watch it, though, and that’s what we don’t want to see. So, just chill.”

      I flopped onto the couch and watched them both as they continued to pretend they were actually doing work behind the counter. I knew better.

      “Now,” Clove said primly. “What do you want for lunch?”

      “Middle-Eastern.”

      “We just had that the other day,” Thistle complained.

      “I’m hobbled. Don’t you think I should get the food that I want?”

      “Oh, nice. You managed to walk down here fine – I don’t think that you deserve special treatment, especially considering how you hurt yourself.”

      “If she wants Middle-Eastern we can have Middle-Eastern,” Clove caved.

      “You always take her side,” Thistle muttered. “I don’t want Middle-Eastern.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Mexican.”

      “Uh,” I groaned. “I don’t want Mexican today.”

      Clove glared at us both. “You’re going to have to decide.”

      “You’re the tiebreaker,” Thistle said.

      “I don’t want to be the tiebreaker,” she argued.

      I stuck my lower lip out and dramatically rubbed my ankle when she glanced over at me. “Fine, Middle-Eastern it is.”

      Thistle opened her mouth to protest. “We’ll get Mexican tomorrow,” Clove added.

      Thistle didn’t look like she was entirely placated, but she also didn’t look like she wanted to engage in World War III over lunch – and I was prepared to dig my heels in.

      While Clove placed the orders, Thistle came over to see what I had in the file. She looked surprised when she’d sifted through a few of the articles. “Are these what I think they are?”

      “You tell me,” I answered.

      She read through a few more articles and then lifted her eyebrows when she turned back to me. “They sure sound awfully similar. How come we don’t know anything about this? Wouldn’t this have been big news?”

      “That’s a very good question.”

      Clove joined us, grabbing a few of the articles from Thistle. “What are we talking about? The food will be here in twenty minutes, by the way.”

      “It’s two teenagers who were killed and had their hearts ripped out – only it happened thirty years ago, and like forty minutes away,” Thistle supplied.

      Clove looked momentarily speechless. We both watched as she scanned the article on the top of the stack she’d taken from Thistle. When she was done, she let loose a long – and pointed – whistle. “Well, this can’t be a coincidence.”

      “How can it be the same person, though?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that serial killers are usually white males in their thirties,” I explained. “If that is the case, this would be a killer – or killers – well into his sixties. How is he controlling young teenagers? ”

      “How do you know that?” Thistle seemed impressed with my knowledge.

      “I watch Criminal Minds,” I admitted.

      “Shemar Moore is so hot,” Clove laughed.

      “He is. They should make the entire show about him solving cases with his shirt off.”

      “Is that true, though?” Thistle didn’t seem to think our television detour was nearly as cute as we did.

      “I think it’s pretty close to true,” I said.

      “Well, Sophie did say she was sure it was a man and a woman,” Clove suddenly broke in. “Maybe the woman is younger and that’s the reason he had to get a partner?”

      “That’s possible,” I agreed. “Like maybe it’s his daughter or something?”

      “That’s a pretty twisted family,” Thistle grimaced.

      “Ours isn’t much better,” I offered.

      “True.”

      Thistle and Clove went back to reading the articles and I went back to watching them anxiously. The store was so quiet at this point that we all practically jumped out of our seats when the wind chimes at the front door sounded.

      We all looked up expecting to see Clyde, the delivery boy for Hazel’s Chinese Food and Other Stuff (don’t ask). He delivered to us at least once a week.

      I think we were all surprised to see Landon standing there instead.

      Clove jumped to her feet. “Oh, can I help you?”

      Thistle and I exchanged knowing looks. It was always fun when Clove got flustered.

      Landon seemed surprised by Clove’s reaction. “I’m looking for Bay Winchester,” he said finally. He hadn’t yet noticed Thistle and I sitting on the couch. “I was told that I might be able to find her here.”

      “Who told you that?” I asked from my comfortable position on the couch.

      Landon turned and finally noticed that Thistle and I were in the room, too. Clove was still flittering around him like a nervous little butterfly.

      “Sit down, Clove,” I ordered.

      She automatically did as she was told – although she didn’t look very comfortable perched on the edge of the chair she had been sitting on before either. I couldn’t decide if it was Landon’s good looks – or the fact that she thought he might be a murderer – that was making her more nervous.

      Thistle and I were more studied with our agitation. We could at least pretend that his presence didn’t unnerve us.

      “So, you’re the biker dude,” Thistle said finally.

      “You must be one of the infamous cousins.” Landon was trying to be charming, but I could tell he was thrown off by the current situation.

      “I’m Thistle,” she said finally. She didn’t get up to greet him appropriately. Instead, she relaxed back into the couch. I could tell she was trying to retain some control over the situation.

      “My name is Landon,” he offered. He did extend his hand to her, but Clove batted it away nervously.

      “What? He might have poison on it or something,” she hissed. Clove was always good in a crisis.

      “What can I do for you Mr. … Landon?” I realized I didn’t know Landon’s last name. That was a little disconcerting.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said.

      “Oh, well that’s so nice of you,” Clove gushed. Thistle and I shot her sharp glares. She can turn on a dime, I swear.

      I could see Landon smirk at her sudden change of attitude. He raised an eyebrow as he turned his head back to me. Thistle was hurriedly shoving the articles we had been looking through back into the envelope they came in. He reached down and picked one up and glanced at it quickly. He seemed surprised when he looked back at us.

      “This has happened before?”

      “So it would seem,” Thistle said nonchalantly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Landon asked the question to the room, but it was clearly pointed at me because his eyes never left my face.

      “I didn’t realize I was now reporting to you,” I said sarcastically.

      Thistle snickered, but Clove was looking at both of us disapprovingly. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      “He’s not staying,” I interjected quickly.

      Landon must have noticed my discomfort because he sat down in Clove’s vacated chair, fixed me with a hard look and then turned to Clove with a warm smile. “I would love a cup of coffee.”

      Clove seemed happy to have something to do with her hands. If she was like me at all, she probably had to constantly remind herself not to run them through his silky black hair. Whoa! Where had that come from?

      I turned my steely gaze back to Landon, who was accepting his cup of coffee from Clove in a congenial manner. He even shot her a flirtatious smile – complete with a saucy wink – when she started to walk away from him.

      When Clove tried to squeeze herself between Thistle and me, we both balked. “There’s no room,” Thistle complained.

      “Be careful of my ankle!”

      “Oh, just stop your whining,” Clove countered.

      “Hey, I’m injured here,” I reminded them.

      Landon sipped from his coffee contemplatively for a few minutes. He seemed comfortable just to watch us interact with one another.

      “So you all grew up together?” He asked finally.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Up at the Overlook?” He smiled to himself when he said the name.

      It was one thing for us to make fun of the new name of the inn, it was quite another for a stranger. Thistle looked like she wanted to jump out of her chair and throttle him. “Do you have a problem with that?” She asked icily.

      Landon seemed surprised by her sudden vehemence. “Sorry, did I say something wrong? I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”

      As much as I loved watching Thistle get under Landon’s skin, he still hadn’t told us what he was doing here. “Did you find out who the bike belonged to?”

      Landon feigned ignorance. “What bike?”

      “The motorcycle in the ditch,” I said shortly.

      “Oh, that bike,” Landon said smoothly. “I have no idea. I had almost forgotten about it until you reminded me.”

      Liar.

      Landon turned his attention back to the article in his hand. “Where did you find out about this?”

      “Edith,” Clove answered before she thought.

      “Who is Edith?”

      “You’re unbelievable,” Thistle grumbled, kicking Clove viciously.

      “Sorry, I forgot,” Clove whined. “You know how I get when I get nervous.”

      If Landon wasn’t confused before, he definitely was now. “Who is Edith?”

      “She didn’t mean Edith,” I lied smoothly. “She meant Lynn. She just got her confused with the woman who used to work at the paper.” What? That’s not entirely a lie.

      “Lynn remembered the case?”

      “She remembered something similar, yes. We pulled out the file to get all the details, though.”

      “So you found the stories and brought them down here to your cousins instead of taking them to Chief Terry?” Landon seemed flabbergasted – and yet I couldn’t figure out why. He may have just met me, but this was nowhere near out of my realm of usual behavior.

      “Why do you care?”

      “I would think this is information that would benefit Chief Terry,” Landon said hotly.

      “Well, when we’re done reading them, we’ll take them to him,” I lied again. Hey, we’ll at least call him. I promise.

      Landon surveyed the three of us suspiciously. Thistle and I reflected the glares right back in his direction while Clove was steadfastly studying her nails. No one was going to break – even Clove. We wouldn’t let her.

      Landon got up slowly. “I actually did stop by here for a reason,” he said reluctantly.

      “And what reason is that?”

      “I just wanted to warn you that running around corn mazes in the middle of the night probably wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Thanks. I would never have figured that out without your valuable input,” I seethed.

      Landon tensed up when he heard the front door open and I swear I saw his hand hover under his coat – like he had a weapon – for just a second. He visibly relaxed when he saw Clyde wandering in with a big box of food. “Got your food ladies,” he said with a simple smile. He wasn’t exactly slow, but he was pretty far from quick. Still, the whole town loved him.

      Thistle got up and paid for the food, including giving Clyde a $10 tip. He smiled when she handed it to him and ran out the door excitedly. He didn’t even say goodbye to us. He never did. We always gave him a big tip, which he proceeded to take right down to Mr. Culverson’s bookstore and buy comic books.

      “You gave him a $10 tip for walking food three buildings down?” Landon looked incredulous.

      “So?”

      “Well, that’s just stupid,” he sputtered. “Why couldn’t you just walk down the street to get the food?”

      “We were busy looking through the file,” I said with mock innocence.

      “This place ...” Landon started.

      “This place what?” I narrowed my eyes at him dangerously. I just dared him to say something about Hemlock Cove.

      “This place would make a compelling psych experiment,” he said finally.

      “Says the guy I found creeping around the corn maze in the middle of the night,” I shot back.

      Landon stared at me hard for a few moments. He seemed unsure of what to say. When he did finally speak, it wasn’t at all what I was expecting. “Are you this unpleasant with everyone? Or do I just bring out the worst in you?”

      “Oh, she’s always like this when she likes a guy,” Clove answered indifferently. “At least at first. She’ll calm down in a few days.”

      I slid a sideways glance at Clove. If I could have grown an invisible hand to smack her with – I would have.

      Clove immediately realized what she’d done. “Not that she likes you,” she amended lamely. She shifted slightly as she tried to take a step away from me. “In fact, if I had to guess, she really hates you.”

      Thistle met her gaze with a disappointed look and clucked softly. “Now I think you’re dead to her,” she offered.

      Landon looked pretty pleased with himself when he left a few minutes later – despite my attempts to pretend that Clove was on some serious medications that made her mentally unbalanced.

      When he was gone, I realized he had managed to squeeze information from us but he hadn’t given us anything in return. Again.

      “He really is hot,” Clove said after a few minutes, when we’d doled out all the food.

      I pretended I didn’t hear her.

      “You’re still dead to her,” Thistle informed Clove. “It’s probably going to take homemade cookies to get her to talk to you again.”

      Clove looked genuinely sad.

      “If I were you, I’d steal some of my mom’s pot to put in them,” Thistle laughed. “It really couldn’t hurt at this point.”
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      I was stuck at Hypnotic for the rest of the afternoon, so I made a few calls and emailed my story back to the office. Since The Whistler was a weekly, everything would be old news for the readers by the time it printed, but there was no way I could print an edition without at least mentioning the murders. I would never hear the end of it.

      By mid-afternoon, though, I was starting to go stir crazy. “I should have driven to work myself.”

      “Stop your whining,” Thistle said, not looking up from the handmade candles she was dipping at the table in the corner. She’s the craftiest of the three of us. Her candles were actually really big sellers – especially the ones she infused with herbs for scent and glitter for decoration.

      “I’m bored, and I want to go out to the inn and ask if they remember these other cases.” Although why they wouldn’t have mentioned them was beyond me.

      “Call them,” Clove offered, tossing the black cordless phone onto the couch next to me.

      “No, I’d rather do it in person.”

      “Walk out there,” Thistle said evilly.

      I shot her a dirty look. “Bite me.”

      “I’m a little busy, why don’t you see what Landon is doing,” she shot back. “He looked like he wanted to sample you for lunch.”

      Clove giggled from behind the counter. When she caught my dark look, though, she immediately stifled it. She knew she was still in the doghouse from earlier.

      I tried to get comfortable on the couch – but without anything to distract me, that was a losing proposition.

      “Doesn’t someone want to drive me out to the inn?” I figured if I badgered them long enough, one of them would cave. Probably Clove, if I had to guess.

      “Not particularly,” Thistle answered dryly.

      Clove tried to look busy for a second and then sighed heavily. “I’ll take you.” I knew it would be her.

      “You’re only taking her because you’re hoping she won’t be mad at you anymore,” Thistle scoffed.

      “I am not,” Clove said indignantly. “She’s injured. She needs help.”

      “She’s fine,” Thistle countered. “She can sit there for another two hours until we close and then we can all go up to the inn together. They’ll be thrilled to see us. Another dinner to torture us over.”

      Clove was caught. “Can you wait?”

      I sighed dramatically. “Not really.”

      Thistle gritted out what sounded like a growl. She stalked into the back room and came out with a huge box, which she proceeded to drag over to me and drop at my feet.

      “We just got a new shipment of incense,” she announced. “Why don’t you sort it? Make sure that you only put like scents together.”

      “You want me to do actual work?”

      “Rather than sitting there and bitching? Yeah.”

      I grumbled a few choice words under my breath, but I proceeded to tackle the task put before me. If I was stuck here, I might as well do something. Anything was better than sitting here and staring at the walls. They really needed a television in here or something.

      Surprisingly, the next two hours went relatively quickly. Even Thistle was impressed with my work ethic. “Good job,” she patted me on the head when she took the last stack of incense from me and placed it on the shelves.

      “I’m not a dog,” I mumbled.

      “No, a dog is easier to take care of.”

      “And friendlier,” Clove said under her breath.

      “I heard that.”

      “I think she meant for you to.”

      When we got out to the inn, Thistle parked in guest parking at the front of the inn so it would be easier for me to be able to maneuver through the main door. When we got inside, Marnie was checking a middle-aged couple in at the front desk. She seemed surprised when she saw us.

      “Why are you limping?”

      “I fell.” I didn’t think telling her how I sustained the injury would be a good way to start out this visit. Damn. I should have thought of a lie ahead of time. They were bound to sniff out the truth.

      “She was trying to make Clove eat dirt again and things got out of hand.” Thistle had obviously done my thinking for me. I shot her a grateful look.

      Marnie seemed to accept the explanation without complaint. I had made Clove eat more dirt than was probably healthy. In return, Clove had ripped more chunks of hair out of my head than was necessary to fill a full wig.

      We left Marnie to finish checking the couple in and made our way through the formal dining room and into the communal kitchen. My mom and Twila were both chopping vegetables at the center island. They had been engrossed in a conversation that stilled the moment we walked through the door.

      “Wow, what a nice surprise,” Twila enthused.

      “We can hardly believe it ourselves,” Thistle deadpanned.

      Twila paused what she was doing and took in her daughter’s appearance for a second. She shook her head slightly but didn’t say anything.

      “What?” Thistle already sounded exasperated, and her mother hadn’t even insulted her yet.

      “Nothing, dear, it’s just that ... it’s nothing.”

      “You might as well say it.”

      “It’s just that, well, makeup is meant to enhance, not cake on. You shouldn’t look like a human coloring book.”

      “This is the style,” Thistle argued.

      “You look like a rainbow raccoon.”

      “Yeah, well you look like …”

      “You’re working hard,” I cut Thistle off. I didn’t need things to evolve into World War III before I had some answers. After I had my answers, they could verbally smack the shit out of each other to their hearts content.

      “Yes, vegetable soup and sandwiches,” Twila said obliviously.

      They did make good soup. I guess we could stay for dinner.

      I shuffled over to the small desk in the corner of the kitchen, trying to hide my hobble as much as possible. I saw my mom eyeing me suspiciously. Nothing got past her.

      “What happened to you?”

      “She was trying to make me eat dirt and I tripped her and she sprained her ankle,” Clove lied smoothly. I saw the lie was now growing.

      “Really? I thought maybe you tripped when you were out in the corn maze last night.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” I protested.

      “Chief Terry was out here for lunch.” My mom was keeping her hands busy. I had a sneaking suspicion it was so she wouldn’t reach over and smack me.

      “How could he possibly know that?” Thistle asked dryly.

      That was a good question.

      “He didn’t say.” I could tell by my mom’s tone of voice that a righteous rant was heading my way. “He just thought that maybe we should give you a good talking to about walking around crime scenes in the dead of night. I told him that was common sense, and we shouldn’t have to tell you things like that, but he seemed to think you might be lacking common sense.”

      And here we go.

      “What were you thinking?” My mom practically exploded.

      Best just to lie and get it over with at this point. “I wasn’t.”

      “And it will never happen again,” Thistle supplied for me.

      “She’ll never be that stupid ever again in her life,” Clove chimed in.

      I shot a pained smile at my cousins. What a great help they were being.

      “You may have a general disdain for life, young lady, but this is just ridiculous.” She was apparently still wound up – and since she was wrapped pretty tight on a normal day – this was going to last for a while. I sighed as I sat back to listen to what I was sure was going to be a ridiculously long diatribe.

      After about twenty minutes of being told how lucky I was that I wasn’t raped, murdered, and robbed blind – and what if someone had seen me in my pajamas – she finally began to taper off. Throughout her lengthy speech, she never once paused from cutting up vegetables and shifting them over to Twila. They were like a well-oiled kitchen machine. It was fairly impressive.

      Marnie had come in halfway through. When my mom was done yelling, she turned to Thistle. “And you need to stop lying,” she added.

      “She lied?” Twila asked in disbelief.

      “She said Bay got hurt wrestling with Clove.”

      “They tried that on us when they first came in,” Twila clucked.

      “They lie to us all the time,” my mom said. “I don’t see why you guys act like this is such a big surprise.”

      Cripes.

      “We actually came out here for a reason,” Thistle prodded me.

      Oh, right. “Yeah, we …”

      “Just seeing your poor mothers isn’t enough?”

      “Well, as much of a bonus as that is, we do have something we want to ask you,” I said sweetly.

      “Fine, what is it?”

      I pulled the file of newspaper clippings out of my purse and handed them to Thistle. She pushed them across the counter toward my mom and Twila.

      “What’s this?” My mom opened the envelope. We watched her read for a few minutes, but she didn’t belie what she was feeling as she did so. Finally, she looked up at us expectantly.

      “So?”

      “So? Don’t you think that’s a little, I don’t know, coincidental?”

      Twila and Marnie were looking at the clippings now, too.

      “Oh, I remember this,” Marnie said. “This was a big deal when it happened.”

      ‘I don’t really remember it,” Twila said.

      I was dumbfounded. “Two teenagers, a boy and girl, who had their hearts ripped out and were left in area barns? You don’t think that bears mentioning given what has happened here?”

      My mom shrugged. “I didn’t really think about it. You could have a point, though.”

      “About what?”

      Great, Aunt Tillie was here.

      Marnie showed her the articles. Aunt Tillie wasn’t impressed either. “That’s from like thirty years ago.”

      “Yes, but it’s the same thing that’s happening now.”

      “But it happened like forty miles away,” she countered.

      “That’s really not that far.”

      Thistle and Clove seemed surprised by their reactions, too. “You don’t think those murders have a lot in common with the murders of Shane and Sophie?”

      “I guess,” Marnie hedged. “Isn’t it unheard of for a serial killer to have such a long cooling off period, though?”

      “How do you know about cooling off periods,” Clove asked incredulously.

      “She watches all those Dateline shows whenever they’re on,” my mom answered for her. “She’s quite knowledgeable about serial killers.”

      What a great expertise to have.

      “They never caught the killer, right?” Clove asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. I just think people forgot about it after a little while,” Marnie said.

      “You don’t find that weird? That would have been one of the biggest things to ever happen around here.”

      “Eh, it wasn’t happening here so people really didn’t care,” Aunt Tillie said, absently waving her hand.

      “You didn’t care that teenagers were getting their hearts ripped out?”

      Aunt Tillie turned toward me. “Don’t you use that tone of voice with me, young lady! I’ve had just about enough of you lately.”

      “Enough of me? What did I do?”

      “All three of you are so full of yourselves,” she said. “You act like you’re so much smarter than us. Where do you think you got those brains you’re so proud of, missy?”

      “Um, college.”

      Aunt Tillie made a move to smack me, but even with an injured ankle I managed to get out of her way. “Hey!”

      “You need to learn to respect your elders.”

      “I do respect my elders. I just don’t understand how they don’t see how this is relevant!”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t relevant,” she seethed. “I said that it wasn’t that big of a deal at the time. “

      I turned to Marnie for help. She seemed to be the only one who understood the importance of the previous case. She obviously wasn’t willing to take a stand against Aunt Tillie, though.

      She handed the envelope with the articles in it back to me and smiled brightly. “I hope they find the killer.”

      This was really unbelievable.
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      I woke up the next morning with what felt like an alcohol hangover – which was impossible, since I hadn’t had anything to drink the night before, besides about a quart of mom-and- aunt-instilled guilt, that is.

      I rolled out of bed and found Thistle and Clove both standing at the kitchen counter. They were both already dressed and showered. Had I slept in?

      “We have a tour group coming in at 8 a.m.,” Thistle answered the question before I even uttered it.

      “How many people?”

      “Like a hundred,” Clove said. “They’re coming from the Bay City and Saginaw area. They’re all staying at area inns for the entire weekend. We expect to be busy for the next four days.”

      “Well, that’s good for you guys,” I said.

      They both watched me walk to the counter. “What?”

      “You can drive yourself today, right?” Clove asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, because neither of us wanted to drive you,” Thistle said.

      “I love you, too.”

      Clove was peering a little too closely at my face from across the counter. I was starting to get a little uncomfortable. “What? Do I have dried drool on me or something?” I made a motion to wipe the corner of my mouth.

      Thistle was suddenly staring, too.

      “Seriously, what are you guys looking at?”

      “That is just one monster of a zit,” Thistle laughed, pointing at my lip.

      My hand flew up and felt around the area they were staring. I groaned inwardly when I felt what could have been a small village popping up on my upper lip. “But I washed my face,” I protested.

      “Seriously, that thing looks like it could be an extra in a monster movie,” Clove said disgustedly.

      I stood up and made my way over to the ornate mirror hanging on the wall. They were right. It was really big.

      Thistle and Clove had followed me. They seem entranced with my new zit. It was big enough to need its own room, after all.

      “It’s one of those really hard underground ones,” Thistle finally said. “You can’t even pop it.”

      “You should never pop them,” Clove supplied. “That just makes things worse. It could leave you with a scar.”

      “It actually kind of hurts,” I muttered.

      “Don’t touch it,” Thistle slapped my hand away.

      Clove tilted her head. “You could tell people it’s a cold sore.”

      “Yeah, because having lip herpes is better than having a zit.”

      It isn’t, right?

      I was still studying it when something occurred to me. “Aunt Tillie.”

      “It’s not as big as her,” Thistle countered.

      “Not that! I mean Aunt Tillie did this to me.”

      “It’s just a zit.”

      I glared at Clove. I noticed she had her own situation popping up dead center on her chin. “Oh, really? Then why are you getting one, too?”

      “I am not!” Clove looked panicked as she pushed me from the front of the mirror. “That was not there when I got up!”

      We both turned to Thistle. I couldn’t stifle my snicker when I saw the protuberance growing from the center of her forehead.

      “No,” Thistle whined. She turned and stared at herself in the mirror for a second and then swore under her breath. “I’m going to make that old lady pay.”

      “That’s not a good idea,” Clove argued. “Whatever you do to someone comes back on you threefold. Don’t forget.”

      “Then how come nothing ever comes back on her?” I grumbled.

      “Maybe she’s too old.”

      “Or maybe even karma is scared of her,” Thistle suggested.

      After Thistle and Clove left, I showered and got ready for work. The more I tried to hide the zit, the more I looked like I had had some sort of seizure while applying my makeup. Finally, I just gave up.

      I stopped by the office to check and see how the layout was progressing. It actually looked pretty good. I signed off on it, so they could send it to the printers, and then I set out for Hypnotic.

      I saw a large tour bus parked downtown. I figured that must be the group that Thistle and Clove had been talking about. Hemlock Cove got a lot of buses from all over the state – especially this time of year. We had actually started getting groups from as far away as Canada. It was kind of fun to see how people reacted to the town.

      When I walked into Hypnotic, I was surprised to see how packed it was. Thistle was busily handling the register while Clove had a line of customers waiting for Tarot readings.

      “Do you need help?”

      Thistle looked relieved when she saw me. “Yeah, can you just circulate and make sure everyone is finding what they need?”

      I spent the next two hours busily shuffling from person to person. All of them were over the age of sixty – and all of them were extremely thrilled to be here. When they found out I worked for the paper, everyone started grilling me about the gruesome murders.

      I told them the bare basics, which wasn’t easy after Shane and Sophie showed up. “What’s with all the old people?” Sophie wrinkled her nose.

      “I think they’re cool,” Shane said. “It’s like an entire room full of Aunt Tillies.”

      “Don’t mention her name,” I barked.

      The elderly woman I was helping as she looked through the pewter jewelry jumped. “I didn’t say anything, dear,” she said.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” I apologized. “Thistle asked me something.” What? She’s old. She doesn’t know the difference.

      When the store had finally emptied out, Thistle, Clove and I all exchanged exhausted glances. “Well, that was …”

      “Lucrative,” Thistle supplied, snapping the cash register door shut.

      She came over and joined Clove and I on the couch. “A lot of them said they’re coming back tomorrow,” Clove said. “I couldn’t give everyone readings today and there were a lot more who wanted them.”

      “Well, it’s good that people are still coming – despite the murders,” I said.

      Sophie was looking at my lip intensely. “Is that a zit?”

      ‘Yes,” I said shortly.

      “It’s gross.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you remembered anything else?” Thistle asked Sophie. I think she was hoping that the teenager wouldn’t notice she had her own growth to contend with. It didn’t work.

      “No. And gross, you have one, too.”

      “Damn, Aunt Tillie,” I swore.

      “I’m going to make the potion,” Clove said finally.

      “What potion?” Shane seemed excited.

      “The pimple potion,” Clove answered simply.

      “You have a pimple potion?” Sophie seemed intrigued.

      “Yeah,” Thistle sighed. “It works like a gem, but it’s a bitch to make.”

      Clove had pulled her compact out of her purse and was studying her chin. “It’s worth the effort.”

      I wasn’t particularly adept at making potions, so I remained on the couch while Clove and Thistle started to grind ingredients at the corner table.

      “Aren’t you going to help?” Sophie asked.

      “I’m not good at potions.”

      “If I were them I wouldn’t share with you.” I hate teenagers.

      “I just helped them calm the mob of the century,” I argued.

      “If we’re going to make it, she can have some,” Clove said. “Besides, we’re in this together, at this point.” She was grim and resolute.

      “A united front,” Thistle grumbled. “I still say that we should pay her back. We can’t just let her keep getting away with stuff.”

      “She’ll probably curse us again just for thinking about that,” Clove said.

      “How would she know you’re thinking about it?” Shane asked.

      “She’s magic,” Sophie said with reverent awe.

      “She’s evil,” Thistle, Clove and I said in unison.

      It took Thistle and Clove about an hour to make the potion. They left it sitting on the table and joined me on the couch.

      “Aren’t you going to use it?” Sophie clearly wanted to see if the magic pimple potion actually worked.

      “It has to sit for twenty minutes,” Clove explained.

      The conversation turned back to Aunt Tillie – which was causing Thistle to grow redder and redder. After a few moments, though, I realized that she had also gone rigid.

      “She’s having a vision,” Clove exploded.

      We both moved to Thistle’s side to make sure she didn’t tumble forward. Then we just waited.

      “More death,” she mumbled.

      “New victims? I thought they only needed two?” Clove shot a glance at me.

      “These aren’t new, they’re old,” Thistle said.

      “The murders from thirty years ago?”

      “Just because it’s old, that doesn’t mean it’s over.”

      “See, we were right. I can’t wait to tell that old witch that we were right,” I practically crowed.

      “Is now really the time for that?” Clove chastised me.

      “Two are here, two were there. One male. One female.”

      “One of the killers is female?”

      “I already told you that,” Sophie protested.

      “We don’t have long,” Thistle intoned. “Hours, not days.”

      “Can you see them?”

      Thistle exhaled sharply as she relaxed in the chair. “I hate it when that happens,” she grumbled.

      “Could you see faces?” I asked. Clove had gotten up and poured a cup of tea for Thistle and brought it back to her.

      “No,” Thistle said. “It’s like ... it’s like they’re blurry or something.”

      “Blurry?”

      “Like when I get up in the morning, before I put my contacts in. There are no sharp edges to grab on to.”

      “You said we have hours instead of days,” I prodded. “Do you have anything more to go on?”

      Thistle shook her head ruefully. “No. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I waved her off. “It’s not like these ‘gifts’ come with a road map.”

      “They should,” she said.

      I smiled at her, the expression small and fruitless. Then I turned to Sophie and Shane with a certain amount of trepidation. “You’re all we have, guys. Have you remembered anything else? Even something little might be able to help us.”

      Sophie shook her head helplessly. “There’s nothing.”

      “Isn’t there a way to jog our memories?”

      “Not that I know of,” I admitted.

      “I think we have to take them back to the corn mazes,” Thistle said.

      “They’ve been back.”

      “What else do we have?”

      Nothing. We had absolutely nothing. And time was running out.
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      Given how busy the store was – members of the tour group continued to circulate in and out – we couldn’t go back out to the corn maze until the store was closed. I could have survived without Thistle and Clove, but I wasn’t really keen on that idea – especially since my ankle was still tender.

      We all managed to find time to apply the potion, though. The minute I felt it touch the world’s biggest pimple, I couldn’t help but sigh in relief. By morning it would be gone. I had a feeling Thistle’s rage would remain long after her face had cleared up, though.

      When it was time to close the store, we all agreed to drive together. “We’ll just pick up your car tomorrow,” Clove said. I could tell she was already nervous.

      We decided to go to Harrow Bluff first. This was where Shane’s body had been found. He seemed excited at the prospect.

      “I’m not sitting in the back with them,” I argued when Clove yelled shotgun outside of the store.

      “Why not?”

      “My ankle is still hurt.”

      “It’s not like they can jostle it,” Thistle scoffed.

      Crap. “Well, I’m not sitting in the middle.”

      I slid into the seat behind Clove – she was shorter, after all – and I couldn’t hide my frown when the excited Sophie and Shane popped into the car next to me.

      “It’s like a road trip,” Sophie said excitedly.

      Yeah, a road trip to hell.

      When we got out to Harrow Bluff, I was surprised to find that it was open again. I had expected to find it deserted.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Thistle swore.

      “It’s Hemlock Cove and it’s tourist season. What else do you expect?”

      “A little respect, maybe?”

      “Yeah, I think you’re asking for too much.”

      “Well, at least with the three of us together we can talk to Sophie and Shane without people thinking we’re crazy.” Clove always finds something to be optimistic about. It’s endearing – and annoying.

      “They already think we’re crazy,” I complained.

      “Oh, get over it,” Thistle grumbled.

      We exited the car, greeting a handful of people we recognized at the food table before we positioned ourselves at the front of the maze.

      “When did the maze reopen?” I asked Mrs. Little, who was holding court with a couple of biddies from her bridge club.

      “Shouldn’t the newspaper already know that?”

      “I guess I must have missed it,” I said brightly.

      “Today,” she answered.

      “Don’t you think that’s a little rude,” Thistle challenged her.

      “This is a tourist town,” Mrs. Little glared at Thistle. Given the way she was looking at her hair, I guessed she hadn’t seen the blue tresses yet. “We don’t let bad times get us down.”

      “Or murders affect the bottom line,” Thistle mumbled.

      “What did you say?” Mrs. Little was spoiling for a fight.

      “She asked if you could pass her a glass of cider,” I broke in. Now was not the time to fight with the town’s favorite pain in the ass.

      Since I’d brought up cider, we were obliged to drink it. It gave me a chance to look around the maze to see who was here. I recognized a couple of the elderly ladies from the tour earlier in the day. I also recognized Emily, the woman from the inn, who had discovered Shane’s body with me.

      “Why is she here?”

      “Who?”

      “Emily.”

      “That woman from the inn?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wasn’t she the one that discovered Shane’s body with you?”

      I nodded.

      “She’s a horror fanatic, right?” Clove asked.

      “She said she was. She was kind of squeamish, though.”

      “Maybe Ron wanted to come?” Thistle said.

      “Who is Ron?”

      “Her husband.”

      “Oh, I never got his name, I don’t think.”

      “They’re from New York,” Clove supplied.

      “How do you know that?”

      “He told me that night at dinner. He was actually kind of chatty.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said that they were on their honeymoon and they were from New York,” Clove answered simply.

      “He couldn’t have been that chatty,” I sniped.

      “No, I mean that he kept telling these really long and boring stories about how they met and how it was love at first sight and how he thought he’d found his soul mate. It was actually pretty annoying.”

      Since Clove was an eternal optimist – and a hopeless romantic – he must have been really annoying.

      Emily caught sight of us and ran over to us excitedly. “You guys came for the reopening, too.”

      “Yes,” I lied.

      “Her hair looks like a poodle,” Sophie complained.

      I looked at Emily’s tightly wound blonde curls and couldn’t help but agree. “Her hair was straight before. Maybe she does this for a special occasion,” I whispered. Thankfully Emily’s attention was focused on Clove.

      “Nothing is that special.”

      Thistle snickered. She can transform into a snarky teenager when she wants to. Actually, we all can.

      “I’m surprised you’re here,” I said to Emily. “I thought you were kind of … traumatized when you were here before.”

      “I was,” Emily said, her tone blithe. “But, like Ron tells me, the best way to face your fears is to actually face your fears.”

      “Ron sounds wise,” Thistle said sarcastically.

      Clove shot her a dirty look. We were never supposed to be mean to the guests at the inn.

      Thankfully, Emily seemed oblivious to sarcasm. “Oh, he is,” Emily said dreamily. “He’s the smartest man I’ve ever met.”

      Ah, young love.

      “So, have you been in yet?” I felt the need to at least pretend I was interested in Emily – mostly because we’d discovered a body together. What? That’s a thing. I swear.

      “I’m still working up to it,” Emily confided.

      “Me, too,” I lied.

      Emily’s husband was motioning for her to join him, so she said her goodbyes and then practically ran to him across the parking lot. They were making out within five seconds flat.

      “That’s so gross,” Thistle complained.

      “I think it’s sweet,” Clove argued.

      They both turned to me expectantly. “I think it’s a little obnoxious,” I said finally.

      “I bet if it was you and Landon you wouldn’t complain,” Clove said.

      Thistle snorted.

      “Who’s Landon?” Sophie asked. “Is he the hot guy from the other night?”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” Thistle and Clove countered in unison.

      “How is Marcus?” I verbally shot over to Thistle. I saw her redden at the question. “You thought I forgot about him, didn’t you?”

      Clove was smiling conspiratorially at me. “We haven’t seen him again,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “Well, there have been two murders,” Clove argued rationally.

      She had a point.

      “I think you should invite him out to the inn for dinner,” I teased. “Once the zit is gone, that is.”

      “Does it look any better?” Thistle was momentarily distracted from her growing anger.

      I narrowed my eyes as I regarded it. “It already looks like it’s shrinking,” I admitted. “How about me?”

      Clove stared at it a second. “You, too.”

      “That old lady is going to pay, I swear,” Thistle grumbled again.

      “Back to Marcus,” I said.

      “What about him?” Thistle was getting increasingly irritated.

      “I think you should invite him out to dinner.” What? That’s a great idea. My mom and the aunts would spend the entire night fawning over him. It would be a stress-free evening for me. And, that’s really all that matters.

      “I’ll invite him the same night you invite Landon,” Thistle seethed.

      Well, that’s never happening.

      “Did I hear my name?”

      I froze. I recognized the voice. Crap.

      I turned around to see Landon standing behind me. What the hell was he doing here?

      “She said landing,” I lied.

      “You’re going to invite landing somewhere?” Landon seemed a little too pleased with himself.

      “Why are you eavesdropping? That’s rude.”

      “He’s hot. Don’t scare him off,” Sophie warned.

      “He’s suspicious,” Shane chimed in. His dislike of Landon was still apparent.

      “You’re in public,” Landon argued. “You can’t eavesdrop in public.”

      All evidence to the contrary.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Probably the same thing you are. I’m just checking it out,” Landon explained vapidly.

      I glanced around the maze, but I didn’t see any of his hooligan friends. “Where are your buddies?”

      “Off doing business.”

      “What kind of business?” Thistle and Clove leaned in closer when I asked the question. They were curious, too. If he was involved in meth trade, no matter their teasing, he was simply unacceptable. Sure, our family was apparently made up of potheads, but there was a big difference between growing it and selling it. What? There is.

      “A little of this, a little of that.” Landon was being evasive.

      “What’s this?” Thistle asked.

      “What’s that?” Clove asked.

      They were both appropriating aggressive stances.

      Landon took an involuntary step back. “Nothing important,” he lied. “Geez, you guys are like a little tribe or something.”

      “We’re family,” Thistle corrected him. “And we don’t like people who mess with family.”

      “Even if they are hot,” Clove added.

      Landon smiled at Clove. I think he could tell she was the only one of us who wasn’t overtly suspicious of him at this point.

      “I just wanted to say hi,” he said lamely.

      “Hi,” Thistle challenged him.

      Landon regarded her for a second and, I swear, he shrank a little bit in her growing presence. He turned to me warily. “How is your ankle?”

      “Fine. It’s still a little sore, but I’m not having any trouble getting around on it anymore.”

      “Better than her zit,” Sophie snarked.

      I shot her an evil look without realizing what I was doing. Landon looked at the empty space next to me. Curiosity was written all over his face.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” Thistle barreled on. “Why are you here?”

      Landon seemed reluctant to face her, but he visibly steeled himself as he did. “I was just checking it out. That’s not a crime, is it?”

      “Not yet,” Thistle agreed.

      “Well, anyway, have a good day,” Landon said, moving off hurriedly. Thistle really is terrifying when she wants to be.

      “I don’t like him,” she said when he was out of earshot.

      “He’s not so bad,” I protested.

      “What if he’s a meth dealer?”

      “Then he’s bad,” I acquiesced.

      “He’s hot, though,” Clove offered.

      “So hot,” we all murmured in unison as we watched him make his way back across the parking lot.
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      We waited at the maze for a good half an hour before we made our way inside. I saw Landon – who was keeping his distance from Thistle more than anything else, I think – studying us as we finally entered. I don’t know if he considered us a threat – or just weird – but he was clearly paying a little too much attention to our shenanigans.

      “He’s suspicious,” I said, once we were safely inside of the maze.

      “Who is?” Clove asked.

      “Landon,” I replied.

      “He’s suspicious of us?” Thistle was incredulous.

      “Think about it, he caught me sneaking into a corn maze – which was also a crime scene – in my pajamas after dark,” I started.

      “And he was also there,” Thistle pointed out.

      “The pajamas could just mean you’re crazy,” Clove added.

      “He saw me talk to Sophie today,” I said.

      “You could have had an eye twitch,” Thistle offered.

      “Or some sort of seizure,” Clove said helpfully.

      “Every time he sees me, it’s like I’m up to something,” I sighed.

      “You are always up to something,” Thistle argued. “That doesn’t mean he has the right to be suspicious.”

      “Besides that, he’s the one being secretive,” Clove pointed out. She may think he’s hot, but she was still loyal to me.

      “Men aren’t secretive, they’re mysterious,” Thistle muttered blandly.

      “Dude, seriously, who peed in your Cheerios?”

      Thistle looked surprised at my question. “I’m still mad at Aunt Tillie.”

      “You tell me to let stuff go. You need to let stuff go. If we go after that woman, she will eat us for lunch.” And still have room for dessert.

      “Well, then I hope I give her indigestion – or the runs,” Thistle countered with surprising hostility.

      “Ooh, gross,” Sophie squealed.

      I’d almost forgotten she was here. I shifted so I could see her and Shane following behind us. He seemed nervous.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “It’s just weird being here knowing that this is where my body was found.”

      “I know,” I said. “I wouldn’t make you come here unless I had to, you know that, right?”

      He nodded mutely, his dark eyes clouding over.

      “We’re running out of time, Shane,” I prodded. “We don’t have a lot of options here.”

      “I know,” he said. ‘It’s just ... it’s just so weird to know that I was strung up on a cross here.”

      “It’s morbid,” Clove clucked knowingly.

      “Yeah, well, your death is going to be a waste if you don’t suck it up,” Thistle grumbled. “Besides, you guys came back here on your own. This isn’t the first time you have come back.”

      “Thistle,” Clove hissed.

      “What? It’s the truth. We aren’t here because we love cider and sneezing. We’re here because we don’t have a shot in hell of identifying who did this without the two of them. They need to just suck it up.”

      Just because it was the truth, that doesn’t mean she should have just blurted it out like that. “It’s called tact,” I laughed.

      “Please, this family doesn’t have a tact gene,” she argued. “We’ve got a busybody gene, a cooking gene, a petulant gene. The tact gene just didn’t skip our entire generation; it skipped our entire gene pool.”

      Sometimes, Thistle just has a way with words.

      Once we got to the center of the maze, we all took a deep breath and looked around. The owners had clearly come in and revamped the original theme of the maze. Now there were hay bales with smiley-faced pumpkins, colorful corn stalks and even happy little witch faces. There were no scarecrows – or crosses – in sight.

      “Is this the same place?” Shane asked.

      “They cleaned it up,” I said.

      “So ... what should I do?” He seemed nervous.

      “Just walk around. Get a feel for the area. Try to listen to your head and your heart.”

      “You sound like a fortune cookie,” Thistle laughed.

      I shot a ‘shut it’ look in her direction, but I didn’t verbally chastise her. I didn’t want to derail Shane. He was doing as I told him to, closing his eyes, and wandering around the clearing.

      I could do nothing but watch and Thistle and Clove could do even less. They were stuck watching me watch.

      Even Sophie must have sensed the importance of what we were doing because she sashayed over and positioned herself behind Thistle and Clove. She clearly didn’t want to be in the way.

      After a few minutes, Shane turned to me in frustration. “They’re there. I can feel them,” he said. “I just can’t see them.”

      “What if he can’t see them because he never really saw them clearly,” Thistle said suddenly, an idea had occurred to her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The chloroform. He thought he was drugged. Maybe he was going in and out of consciousness, so he never really saw what they looked like.”

      “I never really thought of that,” I admitted.

      “That could be why Thistle’s visions are all cloudy, too. She keeps seeing things from the point-of-view of those who lived it – both then and now. If the first victims were drugged, then maybe they never saw their attackers either,” Clove said excitedly. “That would explain a lot of things.”

      “The articles never said anything about chloroform in the victims’ systems,” I said.

      “Yeah, but did they even think to check for it back then? Is it easy to check for, period?” Thistle seemed to be warming up to her theory.

      “So, what do we do?”

      “I think we have to get a little help,” Thistle said ruefully.

      “From who?”

      “You know who.”

      “No, no and no.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Thistle argued. “If they can think of something that we can’t – then don’t we have to at least try?”

      “You said yourself that we’re running out of time,” Clove said.

      God, I hate it when they’re right.

      When we left the maze, Landon was still positioned outside. He met my gaze as I exited, but he didn’t make a move to intercept us. He was, however, watching us curiously. He continued to follow our progression as we all filed into Thistle’s car and took off in the direction of the inn. I’d have to deal with him and his issues later.

      When we got to The Overlook, Thistle parked in the side lot so we could sneak in unnoticed by the guests. We all headed straight for the kitchen. We knew they would be preparing dinner.

      When we entered, they all seemed surprised to see us. “This can’t be good,” Marnie said. “All three of them, together, and they seem to have something on their mind.”

      Aunt Tillie was sitting in her recliner by the counter watching. She smiled widely when she caught sight of us. “I think they’re here to see me,” she said haughtily.

      “Think again, old lady,” Thistle barked out. “Although, we will be dealing with you later. We don’t have time for that now.”

      “Oh, really? And why not?”

      “Thistle had another vision,” Clove said.

      “What did she see?” Aunt Tillie was leaning forward in earnest concentration. She seemed to have forgotten her joy about cursing us from just a few seconds before.

      “That we’re running out of time,” Thistle said shortly. “We need help. We need your help.” She was trying not to choke on the words.

      “What do you need?”

      Thistle and I exchanged suspicious glances. Aunt Tillie was never this anxious to help. She usually made us beg.

      “Are you deaf, girls? What do you need?”

      “Why are you willing to help so easily?” I challenged her.

      “Is now really the time for that?” My mom chided me. Probably not, but I didn’t think I could trust Aunt Tillie as far as I could throw her. She may be little, but she’s heftier than she looks.

      “I may enjoy torturing you girls, but I don’t want anything really bad to happen to you,” Aunt Tillie admitted grudgingly. “If one of you were to die, that wouldn’t be good for any of us.”

      “So, you’re saying you actually like us?” Clove was trying to be endearing.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Aunt Tillie said shortly. “My life would just be a whole lot more boring if I didn’t have you three to torture.”

      We proceeded to fill everyone in on the remainder of Thistle’s vision – and our actions of the afternoon. Aunt Tillie looked thoughtful when we finished.

      “What about a seeing spell?” She said finally.

      “A seeing spell? Like to see what’s really underneath the façade that people put up? Like a lying spell?” Thistle looked confused.

      “We only called it a lying spell when you guys were little,” Aunt Tillie corrected her.

      “Why?”

      “You little shits had such trouble telling the truth,” she answered. “We were trying to scare you.”

      “So what does the spell really do?” I asked impatiently.

      “It clarifies things.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Shane and Sophie may not have seen their killers clearly, but the spirits did.”

      “The spirits?” Not more of this crap.

      “Yes, the spirits,” she spat back. “We need to cast a spell that lets us see what really happened clearly.”

      “Well, then let’s do it,” I said resolutely.

      I caught my mom and Marnie exchanging furtive looks.

      “What?”

      “It has to be done at the scene of the crime,” my mom said finally.

      The corn maze. Again. We should just build a house out there.

      “Tell us what to do, and we’ll do it.” Thistle seemed as resigned as I was.

      “We can’t teach it to you quickly enough,” Marnie said morosely. “We’ll have to go with you.”

      “No way! We can’t drag you out in the corn maze in the middle of daylight so you can do some ritual.” We’d never live that down – even if we did solve a murder in the process.

      “That’s why we have to go after dark,” Aunt Tillie said sagely.

      “What if someone catches us?” I complained.

      “Then we’ll pretend we’re lost,” Aunt Tillie brushed me off. “I do it all the time.”

      “We’re not all eighty-five,” I argued. “If we try using that ruse we’ll get locked up in an asylum.”

      “Just let me handle the police if it comes to that,” Aunt Tillie said in her best withering tone. “Good grief, you three act like you’ve never broken the law before.” Not with our mothers in attendance, that was for sure.

      “Tonight is the full moon,” Marnie bit her lower lip.

      “You have to wear your clothes,” I practically exploded.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she said, giving me a curious look. “Your obsession with nudity is troubling, though.” She had no idea. “What I mean is, didn’t Thistle’s first vision say that it would all happen on the night of the full moon?”

      I felt a sinking sensation in my stomach as I realized that Marnie was right.

      I turned to Thistle and Clove helplessly. “What do we do?”

      Thistle shrugged. “We’re in unchartered territory here. I don’t think we have a choice. We have to go into the maze tonight. All of us. We can’t do it alone.”

      I shook my head as I turned back to them. “Be ready to leave at ten,” I finally said.

      Aunt Tillie let loose of her most condescending grins. “It’s going to be a fun night tonight, girls. You better suit up.”

      “Suit up? Like Batman?” Clove looked horrified.

      “If that will make you feel better. I was talking about wearing black, though,” Aunt Tillie corrected her.

      “Oh, yeah, we know that.”

      “This isn’t our first rodeo,” Thistle scoffed.

      “Yeah, but now you’re working with professionals,” Aunt Tillie said. She started to move toward the den with a clear purpose. “I think I’ll take a nap in preparation for tonight,” she said heavily.

      “Oh, good, the head of our team needs a nap,” I muttered under my breath.

      I couldn’t help but notice how excited my mom, Twila and Marnie appeared to be, too. Great. This was going to be one big disaster.

      “Does anyone think this is going to blow up in our faces?” I finally asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Thistle said. “No doubt.”

      “I feel like I need my own nap just thinking about it,” Clove sighed.

      “What we need is to just sneak away when they’re not looking and try to do this ourselves,” I offered lamely. I knew it wouldn’t really happen, though.

      “Girls,” I heard my mom practically sing. “Are you hungry?”

      “What are you having?” Thistle asked. I wanted to kick her.

      “Lasagna.”

      Crap. They make really good lasagna.
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      Clove, Thistle and I ate dinner at the inn – the lasagna was awesome, as always – and then we ran back to the guesthouse to get ready for the night’s excursion. I slipped into my simple black track pants, black tennis shoes, a black T-shirt and a black hoodie.

      When I went out into the living room, I found that Thistle and Clove were dressed in almost the same thing – although Clove’s tank top had a few rhinestones on it. Thistle tossed the knit hat I had worn the first night we snuck into the corn maze at me and I offered little complaint this time when I put it on my head, making sure that all my hair was tucked up underneath it.

      I paused in front of the mirror long enough to make sure that my zit was truly fading away. Yes, I know, now is not the time to be shallow. It’s human nature. I can’t help it.

      “You can barely see it anymore,” Thistle said. I noticed that she was busy camouflaging her face again.

      Clove and I both followed suit and then we headed back up to the inn. Shane and Sophie had said they would get out to the corn maze themselves – they’d been practicing “winking” in and out of places – and they would wait for us there. We slipped in through the back door. I still wasn’t sure that taking the four older women with us was such a good idea. That initial reluctance was only reinforced when I saw what they were all wearing.

      “You can’t go like that!”

      “What?” My mom asked innocently, smoothing down her crushed velvet tracksuit in an attempt to eradicate any wrinkles. Priorities.

      “Those are pajamas.” I looked over to see that Marnie and Twila were wearing the exact same outfits – just in different colors. Marnie was in navy, my mom in gray and Twila was in a deep mauve.

      “You went to the corn maze in pajamas,” my mom pointed out.

      “That wasn’t planned,” I countered.

      “These aren’t technically pajamas,” Twila argued. “Just because we lounge around in them, that doesn’t mean they’re pajamas. They’re meant to be worn in public. The models were wearing them outdoors in the catalog.”

      Thistle nudged my elbow. “It’s not worth arguing about. We’re probably lucky that they’re not dressed like Army men – or carrying swords, or something.” Or brooms and wands.

      She had a point.

      Marnie was looking at Clove intently. “What’s all over your faces?” She reached a hand up to touch the paint on Clove’s face.

      “It’s just some makeup to camouflage our faces,” Clove said, slapping her hand away indignantly. “We’re all really white – I mean really white – and that stands out in the dark.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Twila enthused. “I want some.”

      Thistle sighed and pulled the tin of paint out of her bag. “How did I know you’d say that?”

      “Where’s Aunt Tillie?” Please say she went to bed early. Please say she went to bed early.

      “She’s still getting ready,” my mom answered. She didn’t even bother looking up at me. She, Twila, and Marnie were having too much fun with the face paint to even register the long-suffering looks that Thistle, Clove and I were sharing. That was probably a good thing.

      Clove picked up a cookie off the plate sitting on the little end table next to Aunt Tillie’s chair. She’s a stress eater. Actually, we all are. Thistle and I were munching on cookies before we even realized what was happening.

      My mom finally noticed what we were doing – and she was frowning at us.

      “What?”

      “You shouldn’t be eating heavy foods now,” she chastised us. “It will just slow you down.”

      No, what was going to slow us down was them.

      “Don’t say it,” Thistle warned under her breath. “We can’t afford a big fight now and if you say it, we’re going to have a huge blowup.”

      “All right, let’s go!”

      We all turned to see Aunt Tillie standing in the door impatiently. As usual, her entrance was designed for the maximum amount of drama that was sustainable for the current situation.

      Clove giggled madly when she saw Aunt Tillie’s outfit.

      Since she was so short, Aunt Tillie usually had to have her pants professionally altered so they would fit her. I had no idea where she had managed to find what looked to be black parachute pants in her size. Maybe they were Corey Feldman’s castoffs?

      She had thrown a black sweatshirt on, as well, and she was wearing military combat boots. The best part of the outfit, though, was the combat helmet she had secured on her head – complete with a strap under her chin.

      “Where did you get that hat?” Thistle asked.

      “Forget the hat, where did you get those pants?”

      Aunt Tillie didn’t look like she was enjoying our mutant mixture of horror and merriment. “I’m prepared for all occasions, at all times. When are you going to realize that?”

      “But what other occasion did you need a hard hat for?” Thistle couldn’t stop staring at the hat. I found it a lot less objectionable than the pants, which made a shuffling sound every time she moved.

      “In case it gets hairy out there, I want to protect my head,” she said, her tone bland.

      “But why do you have it?” Thistle wasn’t going to be deterred.

      “Maybe I just like it.”

      I had a feeling Aunt Tillie might have been indulging in the family pot a little more than anyone realized.

      “Where did you get it from?” I asked finally. It was a rational question for an irrational woman.

      “I found it in a catalog when that Army supply guy stayed here a few months ago,” she sniffed.

      Ah, that explained it. Aunt Tillie had never met a catalog that she couldn’t find something to buy in. We still had a closet full of mousetraps, and no mice.

      “You can never be too prepared, you know,” she continued. “And now I’m ready in case we have a nuclear war.”

      “The hat is going to save you from a nuclear war?” Thistle was still dumbfounded.

      “No,” Aunt Tillie said derisively “The underground bunker that’s being built in the spring is going to save me from that. The helmet is just for when the roof caves in on us. When everyone else has a concussion, I’m going to be the only one with my mental faculties still intact.”

      Oh, well, at least she’d thought it out.

      Marnie handed Aunt Tillie the canister of face paint. “So your face doesn’t stand out in the dark.”

      Aunt Tillie waved the canister off. “My face stands out regardless. Paint isn’t going to change that.”

      Isn’t that the truth?

      “Besides,” she added. “I don’t trust anyone who hides behind that much makeup. That’s what strippers and prostitutes do.”

      Whatever.

      We all agreed that the only vehicle we were all going to be able to fit in was Marnie’s Range Rover. Thistle got behind the wheel and Aunt Tillie got in the passenger seat. My mom, Marnie and Twila got in the backseat, which meant Clove and I had to sit in the cargo area in the back.

      “This is ridiculous,” I grumbled when Thistle hit a big dip in the road and we bounced up and almost crashed our heads into the roof of the vehicle.

      “I think it’s fun,” my mom giggled.

      “You would,” I muttered.

      “What did you say, dear? I can’t hear you mumble insults when the radio is up so loud.”

      Despite the fact that it would have been more pragmatic to park farther away from the maze, there was no way we could do that with Aunt Tillie in tow. She’s spry for eighty-five – but she’s still eighty-five.

      When we were all outside of the vehicle and checking to make sure we had all of the supplies that we would need in a duffel bag, Thistle couldn’t help but complain. “We’re going to get caught.”

      “Probably,” I agreed.

      “People in town are going to think we’re even weirder than we are,” Clove said.

      “Oh, what, seven women sneaking into a corn maze at night is suspicious? Three dressed in black, three dressed in velvet track suits and one dressed in riot gear – that’s not suspicious at all.”

      “Sarcasm is never your friend.” I wasn’t sure if my mom or Twila let loose that little pearl of wisdom, but it was a regular refrain in the Winchester house.

      “Can we just get this over with?” If we were going to jail tonight, we might as well get the ball rolling. I could use a good night’s sleep – even if it was on a stiff jailhouse cot.

      Thistle and I took the lead. Clove wasn’t happy about bringing up the rear by herself – but she admitted she would much rather be behind everyone else than in front of them. She still remembered our first nighttime trek into the maze – and she wasn’t eager for a repeat. We all hated to admit it, but we felt a little better with Aunt Tillie there. She was far scarier than any murderer – or murderers, in this case.

      “Where are Shane and Sophie?”

      “They’re probably waiting in the center of the maze. We told them we would be out here as soon as possible – but it took a little longer than any of us thought. They probably got bored waiting.”

      By this point, Thistle and I could have maneuvered our way through the maze in the dark – which was a pretty good thing since the only person we allowed to have a small flashlight was Aunt Tillie.

      It took us a little longer than we expected, mostly because Aunt Tillie had decided to be as disagreeable as she could possibly be during the walk.

      “I don’t understand the point of a corn maze.”

      “It’s just fun for families,” I answered her testily.

      “They why do they have hay bales?”

      “I don’t know. Ambiance?”

      “How is hay ambiance?”

      “You use hay when you’re decorating for Thanksgiving up at the inn,” I countered. She was just trying to be a pain.

      “That’s cute.”

      “Maybe they think this is cute,” Clove offered.

      “Somebody should tell them that they’re wrong,” Aunt Tillie said.

      “Why don’t you call them and tell them that tomorrow – if we’re not in jail, that is,” Thistle suggested.

      “That’s a good idea.”

      Sarcasm is truly lost on Aunt Tillie. Still, it might be fun for her to irritate other people in town for a while. Her family deserved a respite – however brief it might be.

      I think we were all relieved when we made it to the center of the maze. Thistle dropped the duffel bag on the ground haphazardly and immediately started pulling things out of it. She handed Clove the candles and instructed her to light them in a circle.

      My mom and the aunts were busy looking around the clearing. “This isn’t very festive,” my mom said finally.

      “It was meant to be scary,” I said. “But they took all the scarecrows out when Shane’s body was found.”

      I looked around the clearing. At first I didn’t see them, but then Shane and Sophie solidified in front of my eyes. “That’s a neat trick,” I told them.

      “We’ve been practicing,” Sophie said proudly.

      “What’s all that stuff?” Shane was watching Thistle rummage through the bag with genuine interest.

      “It’s for a ritual,” I told him.

      “To make us remember?”

      “Not exactly. We think, maybe because you guys were drugged, that your memories are always going to be blurry. You might not have intact memories – and we can’t wait any longer. We have to remember for you.”

      “So what will the ritual do?”

      “We’re hoping it will show us what happened here. Like an echo.”

      “So, you’re trying to make the maze remember?” Shane asked. He didn’t fully understand. I didn’t blame him.

      I considered the question for a second. “Actually, that’s about the best way you could put it. Certain locations can tell us what happened there, and that’s what we’re trying to do.”

      “Will we all be able to see?” Sophie asked.

      “We should,” I said. “I can’t guarantee what you guys – as ghosts – will be able to see. I don’t think you should be any different than anyone else, though. We’re in unchartered territory. I guess we’re all about to find out together.”

      “So, it will be like watching television?” Shane asked. He still wasn’t truly grasping the situation.

      “No, it will be more like being in the television – but not being able to interact with the actors,” I clarified. “In theory, we’ll see what happens, but we won’t be able to change anything.”

      “And the murderers won’t be able to see us?” Sophie asked nervously.

      “No,” I soothed her.

      “That sounds cool.” Shane was excited, despite himself.

      I didn’t think he’d feel the same way when he saw himself being strung up like a scarecrow – but we were beyond protecting him at this point. I think we always had been.
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      It took us about five minutes to get everything set up. It probably would have taken longer if my mom hadn’t distracted Aunt Tillie from micromanaging the setup. Once the candles were all lit – there were twelve in total – we all took our usual circle positions.

      “It’s so pretty,” Sophie sighed.

      “Yeah, it’s great for a murder scene,” Aunt Tillie sniped.

      Sophie glared at her. “You don’t have to be so mean.”

      “We need to concentrate,” Aunt Tillie admonished her. “It’s quiet time. Just embrace it.”

      I smiled at Sophie. I didn’t chastise Aunt Tillie, though. She was right. The longer we stayed here, the likelier the chance that we would be caught. And, as much as Chief Terry liked my mom and her sisters, he probably couldn’t ignore the fact that the seven of us were out here acting like idiots. And, in jail, we wouldn’t be able to get any space from each other.

      Aunt Tillie started to chant. She started by calling to the four corners. We all concentrated. We knew how important this circle would be. No one could half-ass the effort.

      Magic started to swirl around us. You couldn’t see it, but you could feel it. Even Shane and Sophie seemed surprised. Sophie’s eyes widened in mystified shock. “What is that?”

      None of us answered her. We were all too intent on our task. Marnie started intoning next. We all took our turns. As each person took on the repeating refrain, the tapestry of power we were starting to weave strengthened – like an extra-strength cobweb.

      Slowly, the vision in front of us became clear. We all watched as a dark figure stumbled into the maze. I had to remind myself this was the past, not the present, and to control my heartbeat.

      The dark figure was wearing a large gray jacket. It looked like any typical work jacket. I could see he was wearing gloves. The back of his head was facing us, so we couldn’t see his face yet. He was dragging something into the clearing. I swallowed hard when I realized that it was Shane’s body.

      “That’s me,” Shane whimpered.

      Another figure entered the clearing. It was a smaller figure, but just as furtive. The smaller figure was wearing a wool mid-length trench coat. It was clearly a petite woman. She was wearing a dark winter hat. I couldn’t see her face yet. All I could see was hints of blonde hair sticking out from under the hat.

      We all watched the scene unfold in silence. The only noise that could be heard was our breathing – which was dramatically increasing as the garish tableau continued in front of us.

      “Grab his feet,” the male voice ordered.

      “That’s gross,” the female complained.

      “I can’t do it by myself. Stop being such a bitch.”

      “Don’t you dare talk to me that way!”

      The figures were getting closer to us. The man was almost on an even level to me. He was looking down as he dragged Shane’s body past us – but I managed to get a good look at his face. I gasped when I saw it – and recognized it.

      “Who is it?” Clove asked. She was on the other side of the circle and she couldn’t see as well as I could.

      “It’s that guy from the inn,” I said.

      “Our inn?” My mom looked horrified.

      “Which guy?” Clove asked.

      “Ron.”

      “The newlywed?” Thistle asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “That must mean …“

      We all turned and focused harder on the woman. She trailed behind Ron, making sure not to touch the body. When she got closer, my suspicions were confirmed. “It’s Emily,” I breathed out harshly.

      “That nice couple? It can’t possibly be.” Twila looked horrified, even though the scene was playing out in front of her, too.

      “Well, it is,” I said simply.

      We continued to watch as Ron struggled to hoist Shane’s body up onto the cross. I cringed involuntarily when I saw the body tumble to the ground when he failed at his first attempt. We could hear the sickening thud the body made as it hit the ground.

      “You have to help me,” Ron grumbled. “I can’t do it alone. He’s too heavy – and it’s awkward to try and do it myself.”

      “I don’t want to,” Emily’s petulant pout was disgusting.

      “We can’t afford to stay here forever,” Ron pointed out. “We’ll get caught – and I don’t think you’d like prison.”

      “Will you buy me a nice dinner when we’re done?” Emily asked.

      “I’ll buy you whatever you want if you just come over here and help me,” Ron growled.

      Emily sighed dramatically. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

      “Grab his feet.”

      Even though we had all the information we needed, we all continued to watch in grim curiosity. I couldn’t make myself look away. I was so involved in watching what had happened in the past that I didn’t notice what was actually happening in our suddenly perilous present.

      “What the hell is this?”

      We all froze. The voice we just heard was familiar – but it was also solid, not like the hollow memory voices we had been listening to for the past few minutes. We all swung around to find Ron and Emily standing inside the clearing watching us – rampant disbelief etched on their chalk-white faces.

      Oh shit.

      Emily looked surprised as she took in the scene. “Are you guys really witches or something?”

      None of us answered her. We were all still shocked by the situation we found ourselves in.

      Ron was watching the ghostly memories still play out around us. He seemed intrigued, despite himself. “That’s a pretty cool trick,” he said. “How did you do that?”

      “They’re magic, stupid,” Emily interjected. She was watching the scene curiously, though. “Remind me not to wear that coat again. It makes me look fat.”

      I finally managed to find my voice. “Why are you here?”

      “We saw the car outside the maze when we drove by. We were understandably curious. Who sneaks into a corn maze in the middle of the night? Only freaky people.”

      Says the guy who dragged the body of a mutilated teenage boy in here under the cover of darkness.

      “I knew something was fishy about all of you,” Emily said snottily. She was wandering around the maze – but she didn’t get too close to us. “I thought all this magic stuff with the town was all fake, but when I met you guys, I knew you were different. I didn’t think you were really witches, though. I just thought you were all nutcases or something.”

      If she was fishing for accolades for her superior intellect, she wasn’t going to get them here.

      “I was suspicious of you guys right away,” Emily continued. “I just couldn’t figure out why you were so involved. So I decided to sit back and watch. It wasn’t easy. You guys are all over the place.”

      “That was a nice way to divert attention from you guys, being the one to discover the body with me,” I said, faking admiration for their purported exploits. I wanted to keep them as calm as possible for as long as possible.

      “Yeah, that was a nice touch,” Emily smiled.

      “Why did you risk going to the maze that morning?” I felt the need to stall – although I didn’t know what benefit that would bring us.

      “We just couldn’t stay away,” Emily said. “Ron didn’t want to come at first, but he can never resist seeing how the public reacts to his work.”

      His work? Did this guy think he was an artist or something?

      “Didn’t you think it was risky to actually be one of the people who discovered the body?”

      “Not really,” Emily shrugged. “Especially since I wasn’t alone. I was actually just waiting around to see if someone else would discover it. When I saw you looking, I just couldn’t resist.”

      “Glad to be of assistance,” I said wryly.

      Emily regarded me seriously for a second, her green eyes were speculative. “I knew that we should have checked out of the inn when I realized you were investigating the case with the police. We didn’t want to act suspiciously, though. So, instead, we just kept watching you. All of you.”

      “Did you enjoy the show?” Thistle was looking at Emily with genuine distaste.

      “You’re all very amusing, I’ll give you that. Of course, I’m betting now that you wish you would have stayed out of this.”

      “On the contrary,” Thistle shot back. “We like to know when we’re living amongst monsters.”

      I was surprised that Aunt Tillie hadn’t started spouting off yet. She just seemed to be taking in the scene, though. She didn’t look particularly worried. I didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad sign. My mom, Twila and Marnie had moved subtly closer to one another, but they weren’t saying anything either.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      Emily seemed surprised by the request. I noticed that Ron seemed content to just let her run the show. I didn’t know what he had planned, but I doubted it would be pleasant. “By all means, ask away. You might as well have your curiosity sated – while you still can.”

      I ignored the veiled threat and plowed on. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you kill Shane and Sophie?”

      The ghosts, for their part, had remained silent. They seemed enthralled by what was happening, but helpless to affect it in any way.

      “Oh, that,” Emily waved Shane and Sophie’s deaths off like I’d told her that her shoes were untied. “We didn’t have anything against them specifically. They were just a means to an end.”

      “What end?”

      “Rebirth, of course,” Emily answered simply, but there was a malevolent glint in her eye.

      “Rebirth?”

      “They were a sacrifice to Osiris,” Emily explained.

      “The god of life and death? You were making a sacrifice to him? Why?” All practicing Wicca – and Buffy the Vampire Slayer fans – were familiar with Osiris, the Egyptian god that was usually referred to as the lord of the dead, or the afterlife.

      “To regenerate themselves,” Aunt Tillie said. I was surprised that she had finally spoken. She seemed to be grasping the situation fairly easily – despite the danger we were obviously in.

      “Very good,” Emily seemed pleased.

      “I don’t understand,” Thistle said honestly.

      “You were right,” Aunt Tillie said. “The murders thirty years ago were done by the same people. These people.”

      I looked at Ron and Emily – who both looked to be in their mid-twenties, early thirties at the most – and felt doubt wash over me. “I don’t see how that’s possible,” I said finally.

      “It’s dark magic,” Aunt Tillie said simply. “Every thirty years they sacrifice two teenagers – one male, one female – and they absorb their life force. It’s pretty advanced black magic. Most people today haven’t even heard about this type of magic, let alone tried to harness it.”

      “She’s smarter than she looks,” Emily laughed. “She’s also spot on. Tell me, how did you figure that out?”

      “I’ve been around for a very long time. Though, not as long as the two of you, I would imagine.”

      “Probably not,” Emily giggled. “It’s too bad, really,” she lamented. “We could probably learn a lot from you. We just don’t have the time to stick around. We’ve already stayed too long. We just have to finish the rituals tonight, they have to be done under the full moon, and we’re out of here.”

      “Well, have a nice trip,” I offered brightly.

      “They’re going to kill you,” Shane said sadly.

      I know. Oh, boy, did I know.

      Ron reached into his coat and pulled out a gun. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but seeing it pointed directly at my head caused the breath to hitch in my chest.

      “How do you think you’ll get away with this?” I managed to keep my voice even. Now was definitely not the time to panic. From the sound of Clove hyperventilating behind me, I didn’t think we could afford for us all to fall apart.

      “We won’t be here,” Ron said. “We’ll be gone long before you’re discovered. And why would anyone suspect the nice newlyweds from the inn? What would our motive be?”

      He had a point.

      “Do you really think you can get us all?” I had hope that everyone else would be able to at least try to make a run for it through the maze. There were too many of us for Ron and Emily to get all at once.

      “That’s why I’m going to kill you and your cousins first,” Ron said smoothly. “I figure it won’t be too hard to track four old ladies down once you three are gone.”

      “Who are you calling old?” Marnie asked indignantly.

      Now was so not the time.

      I was still running possible scenarios of survival through my head – none actually involved mine – when the situation even got more complicated.

      “What the fuck is this?” The voice was deep. The voice was male. Oh, and the voice was pissed.

      Now what?
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      No matter how many times I thought about how this night would end, this is the one scenario that never managed to enter my mind.

      The new voice belonged to Russ. Yeah, biker Russ – who knew heroes had beer guts and wore motorcycle chaps? And he wasn’t alone. He had at least three of his cohorts with him – including Landon.

      I met Landon’s gaze. I felt a surge of hope. They couldn’t kill us in front of witnesses – and there was no way that Ron could take out all of the bikers. Landon seemed calm – ridiculously calm given the situation. He stepped into the clearing and looked around. If he was surprised to see all of us, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Who are you guys?” I noticed a certain tone of worry creep into Ron’s voice. He obviously wasn’t expecting this either.

      “Who are you?” Landon challenged Ron and Emily. He seemed oblivious to us, at this point.

      Emily seemed genuinely perplexed. “Why are you guys here?”

      “Why are you here?” It was nice to see that it just wasn’t my questions that Landon refused to answer.

      “We asked you first,” Emily said.

      Landon turned to me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, just taking a walk,” I said with faux breeziness.

      “They’re witches,” Emily scoffed. “They were doing witchy things. They’re the killers. We came upon them in the maze and we decided to take them in to the police.”

      She was a much better liar than we were. Landon looked doubtful, though. “They’re the killers? An old lady in a combat helmet and three women in tracksuits are killers?”

      Emily shrugged. “It takes all types.”

      Ron was busy looking the bikers up and down. I think he was wondering if they were armed. I was kind of curious about that, too, truth be told.

      Landon looked at me again. “Why are you here?”

      I honestly didn’t know what to tell him. “We were trying to figure out who the killers were when, well, the killers kind of stumbled upon us.”

      “And why do they think you’re witches?”

      Because we are. “They’re crazy. Who knows?”

      “Oh, please,” Emily muttered. “You were the ones who brought candles and were casting a spell to see the past.”

      “It wasn’t technically a spell,” my mom corrected her. “We don’t like the term spell. We were doing a ritual.”

      Now she opened her mouth?

      Landon looked at the seven of us in disbelief. “You’re witches?”

      “Hey,” Thistle barked. “Witches are people, too.”

      Could this situation get any more surreal? “Is that really the important thing right now?”

      Landon shifted his gaze to Ron’s gun, which was now pointed at Russ. “I guess not,” he acquiesced.

      “You haven’t answered the question: Why are you guys here?” Ron was speaking to Russ. Even though Landon had been the one to do most of the talking so far, he obviously saw Russ as the leader.

      “We were conducting business,” Russ said. His voice had a harsh quality to it. He was clearly annoyed.

      “What kind of business?”

      “The kind that doesn’t concern you,” Russ said.

      “Meth,” Thistle said. I shot her a dark look. Did she really think that was going to help us?

      “Who told you that?” Russ was eyeing Thistle with his own brand of malice at this point.

      Thistle regarded him haughtily. “It’s common knowledge. Everyone in town knows.” That was a slight exaggeration.

      Landon regarded me for a second. “Chief Terry told you that, didn’t he?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied.

      Russ turned to Landon and whispered something to him. Landon nodded grimly. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “All of them?”

      “All of them,” Landon agreed in a low voice.

      Uh-oh.

      “All of them what?” Ron was understandably nervous. He knew he couldn’t get everyone in the clearing.

      Russ regarded Ron with a truly evil smile. “We’re going to have to take care of all of you.”

      “Take care of us?” Emily’s voice had risen an octave.

      “We can’t afford for our interests to be disrupted.”

      “We don’t care about your stupid drugs,” Emily promised. “We’ll just leave you with the witches and go on our way and you’ll never see us again. You’ll actually be doing us a favor.”

      “I don’t do favors,” Russ said.

      “How are you going to hide all of our bodies?” Ron was starting to visibly panic now. “They’re all family. It’s not as suspicious if they disappear. If we disappear with them, that’s going to raise a lot of questions.”

      “Not if the police believe you’re the ones who got rid of them,” Russ tilted his head toward us.

      I noticed that Landon was slowly moving closer to me as the conversation went on. His body was rigid with concentration – and his right hand had disappeared inside of his leather jacket. Was he really going to kill us? I can’t believe I ever thought he was hot.

      “Why would the police believe we killed them?” Ron was grasping at straws now.

      “You were going to kill them.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?” Russ was becoming increasingly bored with Ron’s questions.

      “Look, there’s got to be a way to make this beneficial for all of us,” Ron wasn’t done trying to wrangle for his life. Emily had moved to his side.

      Russ and Ron were so focused on each other they hadn’t noticed Landon move up to my side. “You have to run in to the maze,” he said in a low voice.

      “You don’t think they’ll notice?”

      “I’ll do what I can to cover for you. Just get out of here as fast as you can – and don’t go back for the car. They’ll expect that.”

      “How do you think we’re going to be able to get Aunt Tillie through this maze without them catching up?”

      Landon glanced at Aunt Tillie and smiled grimly. “Something tells me she’s stronger than she looks.”

      I glanced over at my mom. She seemed to understand what was about to happen. She was herding Marnie and Twila toward one of the pathways that led into the maze. Thistle and Clove were edging over, too.

      “Why are you helping?”

      “Maybe I like witches,” Landon winked with as much bravado as he could muster. I knew he was scared shitless, though.

      I saw that Marnie, Twila, Aunt Tillie and my mom had disappeared into the maze. Clove was going now. Thistle was giving me a hard look. She wasn’t going to leave without me.

      “Go,” Landon whispered. He pushed me toward them.

      I didn’t hesitate. I broke into a run. I didn’t look back, even when I heard Russ yell. Thistle and I caught up to the others. “Take them ahead,” I ordered Clove.

      “What about you two?”

      “We’re going to slow them down,” Thistle said resignedly.

      Clove looked uncertain. “We should stick together.”

      “We have to buy them time,” I insisted.

      Thistle shoved Clove hard. “Go!”

      Thistle and I looked at each other. We only had one shot at this. We raced a few passageways down and waited until Clove had managed to get everyone else through it. We climbed up on the hay bales that were placed there and pushed hard, toppling them over. They cascaded down and blocked the pathway. It would take our pursuers a few minutes to get through there – which was a good thing. We were now cut off from the rest of our family, though.

      Thistle and I both jumped when we heard a gun go off. The sound of a woman’s shriek followed it. Emily.

      “They must have killed Ron,” Thistle said.

      We heard another gun shot. Emily had gone eerily silent.

      Thistle shrugged. “It’s not like they didn’t have it coming.”

      I kneeled down and motioned for Thistle to climb over me. “I’m not leaving you alone here,” she argued.

      “You have to help Clove,” I ordered. “I’ll be able to hide easier if it’s just me. I’ll be fine.”

      Sophie and Shane had appeared at my side. “The ghosts will be able to help,” I said. I was relieved to see them.

      Thistle still looked dubious, but she did as I ordered. She looked back at me over the tower of hay bales, pausing for a second before racing off into the dark. “Good luck,” I murmured.

      “They’re coming,” Shane warned.

      I skidded off into a corner and pressed myself into the wall trying to hide. I could hear footsteps closing in. I kept backing down the passageway, trying to be as quiet as I possibly could. I was stunned when I felt a warm body move in behind me. I involuntarily opened my mouth to scream, but it was cut short when a hand clamped over my mouth.

      “It’s me,” Landon breathed in my ear. “Do not scream.”

      I turned to him in surprise “You’re alive.”

      “That surprises you?” His eyes twinkled in the moonlight.

      “Do you think now is the right time to flirt?”

      “If we die in the next few minutes you’re going to be glad to have one final good memory,” Landon whispered, pulling me closer to him and pinching my butt. “Shh,” he cut me off when I started to protest.

      “Be quiet,” Sophie whispered. “They’re coming.”

      I heard a variety of different epithets as Russ and his other cronies apparently happened on the toppled hay bales. “They can’t get back through this way,” he ordered. “Go back around front. We’ll catch them when they try to go back to the car.”

      The car. I mentally smacked myself. I had forgotten to warn them away from the car.

      When he was sure they were gone, Landon relaxed his grip on me. He didn’t entirely release me, though. “They won’t go back to the car, right?”

      I looked at Landon helplessly.

      “Crap,” Landon swore. He scanned the immediate area quickly. “Why does a corn maze have walls made out of bales of hay?”

      “Ambiance?”

      “Don’t be cute.”

      It was hard to be cute when I was terrified for my family. Landon grabbed my hand and started moving in the opposite direction from Russ.

      “Where are we going?”

      “There’s an emergency exit somewhere over here,” Landon muttered. “I saw it when I was here the other day.”

      “You were scoping out emergency exits in a corn maze?”

      “I look for emergency exits everywhere.”

      I watched Landon search the far wall for the hidden exit for a few minutes. When he found it, he pushed it open and raced through it. I followed soundlessly. I had no idea what his plan was, but it had to be better than the mind-numbing fear that was clouding my brain.

      When we stumbled out into the open air, Landon paused to get his bearings. “They’ll exit at the back, right?”

      I nodded.

      Landon took off in the direction of the rear of the maze. I wordlessly followed him, struggling to keep up. I didn’t want him to slow down, though. Not if it meant that he could save my family – even Aunt Tillie.

      I pushed the lingering pain in my ankle out of my mind. Landon now had a decent lead on me. I saw him disappear around the corner of the maze. A few moments later I followed – coming up short when I saw the scene in front of me.

      Russ had a grip on Aunt Tillie’s arm. Landon had stopped a few feet in front of me. No one else was in sight.

      For her part, Aunt Tillie was having none of this. “You let me go right now you piece of shit!”

      “Shut up, old lady.”

      Russ was glaring at Landon. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”

      “You should always follow your instincts,” Landon said smoothly.

      “It’s all ruined now,” Russ screamed.

      “The others got away?” Landon asked.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty pathetic when the only one you can catch is the old one in a combat helmet.”

      “Where are Gunner and Diesel?”

      “I sent them after the others.”

      Fear was knotted in the pit of my stomach. I moved to Landon’s side, eyeing Aunt Tillie warily. “Leave her alone. She’s just an old woman.”

      Aunt Tillie glared at me. “You shut your mouth. I’m so sick of your mouth.”

      “Now is not the time for you to be ... you,” I ordered her.

      “Did you ever think it wasn’t the time for you to be you?”

      “Not really.”

      “That’s your problem. You have a definitive lack of foresight.” If Aunt Tillie was scared, she wasn’t showing it.

      “And you look before you leap.”

      “The whole family does that,” Aunt Tillie countered.

      She had a point.

      “We’re probably going to die,” I said finally.

      “That’s your other problem,” Aunt Tillie chided me. “You have no faith.”

      “Since these are probably our last few minutes, I want you to tell me the truth.” Stall. Stall. Stall.

      Aunt Tillie waited for me to ask the question.

      “Did you start the pot field?”

      “That’s the question you wanted to ask?” She seemed surprised.

      “I didn’t figure you’d tell the truth any other time.”

      “I didn’t start it,” she said. “Your Uncle Calvin did.”

      “Uncle Calvin?” Now I really wished I had been able to meet the man.

      “He liked his pot,” Aunt Tillie shrugged. “He liked his potato chips, too. He finally found a hobby that brought the two together.”

      “Is that why you let them keep it?”

      “This may come as a surprise to you, but I’m not as rigid as you think.” I could believe that.

      Russ was making a move on Aunt Tillie. I had to do something.

      “Wait!”

      Russ turned to me expectantly. I saw Landon eyeing me curiously. I think he was even interested to see what I would do next.

      “I have one more question,” I said. I was desperate. I didn’t know what else to do.

      Russ looked at me expectantly and waited.

      “Did you curse Thistle, Clove and I yesterday?”

      Aunt Tillie smirked to herself. “I don’t curse people. You know that. I don’t need to,” she added. “I don’t need magic to win.”

      With those words, Aunt Tillie lifted her tiny leg higher than I would have imagined possible at this point in her life and kicked Russ as hard as she could in the balls.

      Russ crumpled forward, screaming in pain.

      Landon raced forward, tackling Russ. Aunt Tillie took a step away. I raced over to her. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she waved me off. “That boy with you would be good looking if he didn’t have hair like a girl,” she said after watching them wrestle on the ground for a few seconds.

      Landon and Russ were grappling for the gun. We both jumped when it went off. I saw Landon slump on top of Russ.

      Aunt Tillie and I were frozen in our spots. He’d shot Landon.

      Russ shifted Landon’s body off of him. I could see Landon’s blood splattered on his shirt. Russ was gripping the gun in his hand and climbing to his feet. There was nowhere for us to run. And boy, did Russ look pissed.

      “You guys have been more trouble than ... well, just about anyone I’ve ever met.” Russ huffed.

      I slipped my hand in Aunt Tillie’s. It was the only measure of comfort I could offer her.

      I screwed my eyes shut when I saw Russ raising the weapon. I tried to move in front of Aunt Tillie as much as I could, to shield her. I knew it was a fruitless move, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      I felt Shane and Sophie move in beside me. “We don’t know what to do?” Shane whispered.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” I said. My eyes were still closed.

      When the gun went off, my heart stopped. It took me a full five seconds to realize that I didn’t feel any pain. I must be in shock.

      After another five seconds, I finally opened my eyes. I was surprised to see Russ lying on the ground next to Landon. He wasn’t moving.

      I swung around to see Chief Terry standing beside me. His gun was out and he was moving toward Aunt Tillie.

      “Are you two okay?” He seemed concerned, but he didn’t stop as he continued on toward Russ and Landon.

      “I’m fine,” I said. Then I passed out.
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      Aunt Tillie’s face swam into view. She was leaning down over me. She looked more irked than concerned.

      “Am I in hell?”

      “Not yet,” she scolded. “You’re embarrassing me, though, so you probably will be later.”

      A hand was reaching down for me. I grabbed it and found myself face-to-face with Chief Terry.

      “What happened?”

      “You passed out like a ninny,” Aunt Tillie supplied.

      Chief Terry smiled and shook his head. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m fine,” I started. Everything came rushing back to me. Landon.

      I swung around to see a group of paramedics had arrived and were working feverishly on Landon. No one was buzzing around Russ.

      “Is …?”

      “Russ is dead,” Chief Terry acknowledged. “They’re still working on Landon.”

      “Will he survive?”

      Chief Terry read the concern on my face. “It’s too soon to tell.”

      The paramedics had moved Landon onto a gurney and they were rushing him toward the ambulance. I heard one of them barking out orders on his radio: “We’re en route to Northern Michigan Hospital,” he barked. “We have an injured FBI agent with a gunshot to the chest. We’ll pump him full of fluids on the way, but he’s going to need to go into surgery.”

      I watched as Landon was wheeled past me. His face was ashen and motionless. He already looked dead. Then, what the paramedic had said into the radio, sunk in. “An FBI agent?”

      Chief Terry looked momentarily embarrassed. “I wanted to tell you,” he protested. “I really did, but I didn’t think you would be able to keep your mouth shut and the minute Thistle and Clove found out, then everyone in town would find out.”

      “You told me to stay away from him,” I countered.

      “I didn’t want you to mess up his investigation,” Chief Terry explained. “He’s been undercover with these guys for months.”

      “But you told me he was a bad guy,” I argued.

      “He’s an FBI agent, not Gandhi,” Chief Terry said. “Besides, I don’t like the Feds. They’re always full of themselves.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “Not long,” Chief Terry said. “I thought I recognized him that day out at the corn maze, but I couldn’t be sure. We met at a training exercise more than a year ago. He came to my office to fill me in, though, that morning you showed up. He didn’t want me to blow his cover.”

      “So you lied to me. I knew he wasn’t just there to answer questions.”

      “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you everything. There’s a difference.”

      “I didn’t realize we were able to use elementary school logic,” I grumbled.

      “Oh, get over it,” Aunt Tillie interrupted. “He had a job to do. You had a job to do. Everything turned out fine, like I told you it would.”

      “Really? Now you’re going to pull out the ‘I told you so’ card?”

      I heard a commotion behind us and turned to see what was going on. I was relieved to see Russ’ cohorts being led out in handcuffs. It looked as if the state police had gotten a little overzealous with them, given the bruises that were becoming apparent on their faces under the bright police lights that had illuminated the area.

      “I see they put up a fight,” I smiled.

      “Not with us,” Chief Terry laughed.

      “Than how …?”

      I saw a group of people walk around the corner of the maze and exhaled a pent-up sigh of relief when I saw Mom, Marnie, Twila, Thistle and Clove come into view. They looked a little dirty and unkempt, but otherwise unharmed.

      “They’re the ones who subdued them,” Chief Terry said.

      “They did? How?” Thistle and Clove had caught sight of me and were rushing to my side.

      “Thank the goddess, you’re all right,” Clove said, throwing her arms around me.

      Thistle merely smiled. We weren’t big on public displays of affection. “I was worried about you guys.”

      “We had everything under control,” Thistle said.

      I saw that the two bikers were giving all the women in my family a wide berth, casting wary glances at them – along with the occasional glare – as they were led to the patrol cars.

      “What happened to them?”

      Thistle smirked. “Our moms got a little, um, overzealous.”

      “With what? A car?”

      “No, more like a rake and shovel they found on the far side of the maze when we exited.”

      I saw that a couple of officers were carrying a rake and a shovel toward the police cars. The ends were bagged to preserve evidence. I was hoping that was just a formality and that my mom and aunts weren’t going to be charged with anything.

      “How did you get separated from Aunt Tillie?”

      Thistle glowered at her. “She purposely separated from us. I couldn’t control her. She was like a banshee. She kept saying she had to wait for you. I made a choice to get our moms away and leave her. I figured she was fairly indestructible.”

      “You did the right thing,” I assured her. “In fact, Aunt Tillie is the one who hobbled Russ so Landon could make a run at him. Oh, and Landon is an FBI agent.”

      Thistle looked surprised while Clove looked relieved. “Good. I knew someone that good looking couldn’t be a drug dealer.”

      Thistle was watching grimly as the police zipped Russ’ body up in a body bag. “She didn’t shoot him, did she?”

      “No, Chief Terry did that. She just kicked him in the balls.”

      “Oh, well, it’s not like he didn’t have it coming.” Thistle would have probably kicked him in the balls herself if she had the chance.

      I was watching my mom, Marnie and Twila cautiously. “They seem okay.”

      “Yeah, they beat the shit out of those guys,” Thistle said. She looked proud, despite herself. “When the cops showed up, they were begging them to arrest them and get them away from the crazy witches.”

      “I don’t blame them.” I turned to Chief Terry expectantly. “So, now what?”

      “Now? Now you go home.”

      “That’s it?”

      “For now. I’ll send officers out to the inn to question you guys, but that is pretty cut and dry. We’ve already hauled the other two bodies out of the center of the maze.”

      “Emily and Ron?”

      “You know them?” Chief Terry looked surprised.

      “They admitted to the killings,” I said evasively.

      “Did they say anything else? Like who they really were and why they came here?”

      I shook my head no.

      “Well, hopefully, we’ll be able to dig up something on them,” Chief Terry said.

      Thistle and I exchanged dark looks. I couldn’t help but wonder what, if anything, they would be able to dig up on two people who were a lot older than they appeared. It’s not like we could tell them, though. Not only would no one believe us, but then we would also be exposing ourselves and what we had been doing out here tonight. And no one wanted that, believe me.

      Chief Terry watched the unspoken exchange between the two of us. “They’re not going to find anything, are they?”

      I held my palms up in front of me. “I honestly don’t know, but I doubt it.”

      Chief Terry pursed his lips as he watched the state police congratulating themselves on a good bust that was bound to make national news. “Let them waste their time,” he said finally. “They’re assholes anyway.”
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      We went back to the inn to get cleaned up. While we were eating breakfast, the state police showed up to question us. We were all exhausted, but that didn’t stop my mom and aunts from plying them with food to distract them.

      “So, what were you doing out there?” One of the officers asked despite a mouth full of pumpkin donut.

      “We like to walk for exercise,” my mom lied. Well, they were wearing velvet tracksuits. Of course, Aunt Tillie was wearing a combat helmet, but we could always explain that away by saying she was senile.

      “It was a full moon, we like to walk under the full moon and absorb her strength and convene with nature,” Aunt Tillie told the officers.

      Or maybe they would figure out she was crazy all on their own.

      Once the officers were gone, I excused myself to go to the hospital. Landon had pulled through the surgery, and he was expected to wake up in the next few hours. I had a few things I wanted to discuss with him.

      When I got to the hospital, Chief Terry was parked outside Landon’s room in a vinyl chair. “What are you doing here? I thought you hated Feds?”

      “I figured I owed him to check on him,” Chief Terry shrugged. “He did save your life, after all.”

      “He saved all our lives,” I admitted. “He’s the one who got us out of the maze in the confusion.”

      “I figured.”

      “So, he’s going to be okay?”

      “The doctors said he was incredibly lucky that the bullet didn’t hit any major arteries. He should actually be able to walk out of here in a couple of days. It’s something of a miracle.”

      I quirked my eyebrow. “More like divine intervention,” I laughed.

      “Someone was definitely looking out for him,” he grunted in agreement.

      Chief Terry cast a sideways glance at me as I took a seat next to him. “I got off the phone with the medical examiner a few minutes ago,” he said nonchalantly. “They’re in a tizzy over there.”

      “Oh?” I honestly didn’t know where he was going with this.

      “Yeah, it’s weird, the two bodies that were found in the maze, something happened to them.”

      “They didn’t disappear did they?” I was panicked for a second, wondering if Ron and Emily could somehow actually stop death and resurrect themselves.

      “No, they’re still dead,” Chief Terry looked surprised at my question. “They don’t look the same as when we found them, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Chief Terry rubbed his chin tiredly. “Well, for one thing, when they opened the body bags they were filled with what looked like mummified remains.”

      “Mummified?”

      “Yeah,” Chief Terry plowed on. “The medical examiner couldn’t explain it. He said, if he had to guess, that the bodies belonged to people who were more than a hundred years old – not two twenty-somethings. He also estimated they’d been dead for a really long time – at least fifty years.”

      Uh-oh.

      “He didn’t know how to explain it,” Chief Terry continued. “Do you?”

      “No,” I said honestly. I had an idea, but no one would believe me, especially Chief Terry.

      “The medical examiner figures that some unknown substance must have gotten into the bags and contaminated the bodies,” Chief Terry said innocently. “They’ll probably never find out what really happened, will they?”

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. I had noticed, with relief, that a doctor was walking purposely toward us. We both got to our feet and waited expectantly.

      “He’s awake,” the doctor told us. “He’s asking for someone named Bay.”

      Chief Terry looked at me speculatively. I smiled at him nervously and then followed the doctor to Landon’s room.

      I was surprised to see him propped up in bed. He still looked paler than usual, but some of the color had returned to his cheeks. He actually smiled when he saw me walk in.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said. His voice was a little weak, but I was just so relieved to see him alive that I brushed the concern bubbling to the surface away.

      “Did you doubt it?”

      “Not for a second. How is your aunt?” His smile was faint, but it was there. He was probably remembering the combat helmet.

      “She’s fine. She’s probably taking her afternoon nap a little early today, but she’s fine. She’ll be ready to wreak havoc by dinner tonight.”

      “And the rest of your family?”

      “They’re fine, too.”

      “And Russ?” He grimaced when he asked the question.

      “No one told you?” I was surprised.

      “No one has told me anything.”

      “Chief Terry shot and killed him. He saved us.”

      “Good,” Landon leaned his head back on his pillow. “I was worried he didn’t get the text I sent him. It was dark. I couldn’t be sure my message would go through.”

      “You contacted him? He didn’t tell me that.”

      “I texted him before we even went in the maze. I didn’t recognize the vehicle. I just had a feeling it was you.”

      I was struggling with what I had to say next, but I plowed on anyway. “You could have told me that you were an FBI agent. I would have kept it a secret.”

      “From your cousins?” He looked doubtful.

      Probably not. “I wouldn’t have told anyone else.”

      “We couldn’t risk that.”

      He was probably right. I decided to change tactics. “I want to say thank you. You saved us.”

      “I just gave you a diversion. You saved yourselves.” Landon brushed my statement off like I hadn’t even said it.

      “Still, I don’t know if we would have all survived without you,” I argued.

      “I think you guys probably would have found your own way,” Landon sighed.

      “Can’t you just say you’re welcome?” He was starting to irritate me again.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      We lapsed into silence for a few minutes. “So, now what?” I finally asked.

      “What do you mean?” Landon had opened his blue eyes and was regarding me with an emotion I couldn’t quite identify.

      “Now what happens to you?”

      “Oh, I’ll go back to working out of the office until I’m cleared for field duty.”

      “So, you’re leaving?”

      “I work out of the office in Traverse City,” he said. “So, I wouldn’t worry, I won’t be that far away.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” I scoffed.

      “You were worried,” he laughed, closing his eyes again. ‘You were worried you’d never see me again and you didn’t think your heart could take it.”

      “Oh, please, you’re awful sure of yourself.”

      “Women love me, what can I say?”

      “Cocky, isn’t he?” I looked up to see Chief Terry standing in the doorway.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t feel like I can argue with a guy who got shot protecting me,” I said. “I’ll have to wait until he’s feeling better.”

      I got up and moved toward Chief Terry. “I’m assuming you want to talk to him?”

      “Yeah,” Chief Terry said. “We have a few things to go over.”

      I cast a glance back at Landon. “I’ll see you when you’re feeling better.”

      Landon smiled knowingly. “I’m sure you will.”

      I shook my head and turned to Chief Terry. “Why don’t you come out to dinner tonight? I’m sure everyone would be glad to see you.”

      “Do you think they’ll be up for that?”

      “Oh, yeah, they’re all excited,” I laughed. “They were talking about making pot roast when I left.”

      “I love their pot roast,” Chief Terry’s face took on a dreamy look.

      “So, see you at 7 p.m.?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I heard Landon and Chief Terry talking as I left. “You eat dinner with them a lot?” Landon asked curiously.

      “Those are some fine women,” Chief Terry said gruffly. “And they can all cook. Of course, eating dinner out there is like going to the circus, but the food makes it worthwhile.”

      “I’ll have to check it out some time,” Landon said.

      “Yeah, they’re not going to like you,” Chief Terry grumbled. “Aunt Tillie will eat you for lunch.”

      “I’ll wear her combat helmet for protection.”

      I couldn’t help but smile to myself as he left. He might have saved our lives, but that wasn’t going to make Aunt Tillie like his hair.
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      I slept most of the afternoon. I really wasn’t planning it, but the guesthouse was quiet when I got back. Thistle and Clove hadn’t even shut their doors. I checked on them both, but they were happily slumbering away. I planned on just laying down for a few minutes, but I didn’t wake up until late afternoon.

      When I went back out into the living room, Thistle and Clove were sipping tea and watching television.

      “Anything good on?”

      “We’re the lead story,” Clove said excitedly.

      I glanced up at the television and saw they were broadcasting a picture of the three of us – taken at last year’s town fall festival. “Where did they get that?”

      “I don’t know,” Thistle said. “At least we all look good. I forgot how much I liked my hair when it was pink.”

      “Are you going to dye it back?”

      “Not right away. It’s worth irritating my mom with the blue for the next couple of weeks. Maybe I’ll dye it back for Christmas.”

      “Well, that will be festive.”

      I poured myself a cup of tea and joined them on the couch. We all watched the news coverage for a few minutes. The perky newscaster said that police were still trying to ascertain Ron and Emily’s true identities – an endeavor that was going to be mostly impossible given the state of the bodies – and they had no idea why the couple had killed Shane and Sophie.

      “Where are they?” I looked around. Neither one of them were present.

      “Maybe they moved on,” Thistle said hopefully.

      “They wouldn’t do that without saying goodbye.” Or at least I hoped they wouldn’t. I wanted them to find happiness, but I would miss them.

      “So, how was Landon?” Clove was eyeing me mischievously.

      “He was fine. He should be out of the hospital in a few days.”

      “Did he ask you out?”

      “He’s in the hospital.”

      “So he didn’t ask you out?” Clove looked disappointed.

      “He said he would be working out of the Traverse City office, so he’d be around,” I said. I bit my inner lip to make sure my smile wouldn’t be too wide.

      “Well, that’s something,” Clove giggled.

      I didn’t tell either of them about his comments regarding family dinner. The thought of that would drive them to distraction, and I wanted Thistle to bring Marcus out to soften our moms up before I brought Landon to dinner. What? I’m not selfish. Well, not entirely.

      We all went up to the inn a little before 7 p.m. We had munched on cereal at the guesthouse, but we were all starving.

      “I thought you were becoming a vegetarian?” I asked Thistle.

      “Not on pot roast night,” she said.

      I was surprised to find Shane and Sophie waiting for us outside of the inn, on the back patio. They looked like they knew we were coming.

      “Hey guys, I was wondering where you went off to.”

      “We didn’t want to wake you up,” Shane explained. “You were all sleeping pretty soundly.”

      “Are you coming in?”

      “No,” Shane said quietly. “We already said goodbye to them.”

      “Goodbye?”

      “We’re going to go now,” he explained. “You know, move on.”

      “You are?”

      “We can feel it pulling us,” Sophie answered. “It’s been a struggle to stay here long enough to say goodbye to you guys.”

      “You’re being pulled?” Clove looked confused.

      “I can’t explain it,” Sophie said. “I think, now that we know who killed us, there’s no reason left for us to stay.”

      “We both went and said goodbye to our parents, even though they couldn’t see us,” Shane added. “I think my mom is going to be okay.”

      “I hope so,” I said truthfully. “I hope you guys find what you need – on the other side.”

      “We will,” Shane said knowingly. “We also know that we wouldn’t have the chance to move on if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Thank you,” Sophie said earnestly. “We’ll never forget any of you.”

      “We won’t forget you either,” I said. I held back tears as I saw them start to disappear. They joined hands and waved at me. Then, they were gone. “Good luck,” I told the wind. I hoped they heard me.

      When we entered the inn, we found Aunt Tillie watching Jeopardy. She didn’t even acknowledge we’d entered the room. Her focus is profound sometimes.

      “It looks like things are back to normal,” Clove laughed.

      We all went into the kitchen. We weren’t surprised to see our moms bustling about as they doled out the variety of entrees and sides onto serving dishes.

      “Oh, you’re here,” Aunt Twila greeted us. “We were worried you would sleep the day away.”

      “We were tired,” Thistle protested.

      “If your hair wasn’t so depressing, you probably wouldn’t be so tired,” Twila said knowingly.

      Thistle gritted her teeth and turned to me. “I’m never dying it back. Never.”

      We helped carry the serving dishes out into the dining room. I was surprised to see a full house waiting for us. “Doesn’t look like all the news coverage has hurt the inn,” I said.

      “Oh, no, we’re booked through Christmas already,” my mom said. “People think we’re celebrities now.”

      “Well, that’s good for business, I guess.”

      I saw that Chief Terry was already seated. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw Marnie and Twila start to argue over who was going to sit next to him. My mom took advantage of their momentary distraction and slid into the open seat next to Chief Terry. She smiled at him warmly.

      Aunt Tillie joined us a few minutes later, sitting at the head of the table, and regarding everyone assembled. She didn’t look happy to see the new guests. “I thought we’d get a break,” she grumbled.

      “You don’t work anyway, so why do you care?” I never think before I speak.

      Aunt Tillie glared at me. “I see you haven’t learned anything.”

      “What do you mean?” I was spooning a generous helping of potatoes onto my plate. I was only half listening to her.

      “I am more than just an inn owner.”

      “Oh, we know that,” Thistle said.

      “I’m the head of this family,” she continued.

      “We know,” Clove sighed.

      “I am to be loved and revered, not mocked.”

      “Mocking is the Winchester way,” Thistle argued.

      “It looks like you’re getting another zit, dear,” she turned to Thistle. “You really should wash your face better.”

      Thistle looked panicked as she tried to catch her reflection in a spoon. “Why do you do this?”

      “So you’ll remember just who is in charge.”

      Like we could ever forget.
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      “Bow down before the harvester of your doom!”

      I rolled my eyes, glancing over at my brother, Aidan, as he stood before the cowering spirit in the corner with a devilish grin on his face. “Really? That’s how you do it?”

      Aidan’s dimples deepened as he sent me a wink, while ignoring the middle-aged man and his pitiful whining as he kept trying to convince himself that he was dreaming.

      “It’s just a nightmare,” the man tried to soothe himself.

      “Do you have another idea?” Aidan asked.

      “Have you tried talking to him?”

      “That never works,” Aidan replied. “They never want to believe they’re dead. And, if they do, it’s usually because they’re depressed and they offed themselves because they were looking forward to the hereafter.”

      I ignored Aidan’s blasé attitude and glanced down at the list in my hand. “Stan Parker, 54, accountant for Thompson and Hopkins.”

      “See, he’s evil,” Aidan said. “He’s an accountant for a big law firm. You can’t get slimier than that.”

      “It’s an environmental law firm,” I replied.

      Aidan merely shrugged in response. He was clearly enjoying himself, if his flushed skin and gleaming eyes were any indication. I had a feeling it was because he had been put in charge of my “training,” something I wasn’t convinced I needed.

      “It says here he’s a Catholic,” I said, reading further into Stan Parker’s file. “I think I know how to handle this.” I took a step toward Stan, squatting down so I was at eye level with him. “Mr. Parker, my name is Aisling Grimlock, and I’m here because there’s been an … incident.”

      “Incident?” Aidan arched a dark eyebrow.

      I ignored him. “Unfortunately, there was nothing that could be done and you’ve … um … passed on.”

      Stan Parker glanced up at me, finally focusing on something other than his own feet – and the uneven tile pattern in his bedroom – and fixed me with a bleak stare. “Are you an angel?”

      “You’ve obviously never seen her in the morning before she’s had three cups of coffee,” Aidan scoffed.

      I waved him off. “I’m not an angel,” I said. “I’m a reaper.”

      Stan Parker looked confused. “Like a grim reaper?”

      “Exactly,” I replied, sending him my most encouraging smile as I brushed my long black hair – shot through with enough white streaks to give my father a coronary when he saw them – out of my face. “I’m here to help you get to your final destination.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Parker replied, his voice dull and his eyes lifeless -- OK, no pun intended. “You make it sound like you’re a travel agent.”

      Aidan snorted. “Yes, we’re here to take you on a fabulous vacation to Greece.”

      “I am kind of like a travel agent,” I said, shooting Aidan a withering glare. “I’ve got all your arrangements right here.” I tapped the file in my hand for emphasis.

      “That’s a file on me?”

      “It is,” I replied. “It’s all about your life.”

      “It’s kind of thin.”

      “It sure is,” Aidan agreed.

      I kept my violet eyes trained on Stan’s face. “It’s not your whole life,” I said, “just the highlights.”

      “And lowlights,” Aidan added.

      He was starting to grate, which I suppose is a brother’s job. Since Aidan and I were closer than normal siblings – that whole twin thing had bonded us a little too closely – our new working relationship was starting to strain the easygoing thing we’d had going for the twenty-five years since our birth.

      “What lowlights?” Stan asked, his lower lip trembling.

      “I don’t think they’re important,” I lied.

      “I really like the one about you sleeping with your best friend’s wife,” Aidan said. “Then, when he confided his problems with the marriage, you pretended that he was imagining things until he started seeing a shrink.” He’d moved away from Stan and was busy studying his bedroom, opening drawers and poking through the contents, something that was making Stan decidedly nervous.

      “What are you doing? What is he doing?”

      “Ignore him,” I said. “We should really get going, though. Aidan, bring the scepter over here.”

      “The scepter?” Stan’s eyes widened. “Is that like a magic stick to beat me with?”

      “Why would you ask that?” Aidan seemed genuinely curious, until his bright purple eyes narrowed under the weight of sudden knowledge. “Is that what you’re into?”

      “No! Who told you that? That’s not on the list, is it?” Stan tried to peer over my hand to see what had been written into his file.

      “No,” I replied, although now I was curious about what was buried in his file. I had read only the highlights. “Mr. Parker.”

      “Call me Stan. We should be on a first-name basis, after all.”

      “Stan,” I said, forcing myself to keep my voice pleasant. “We really need to get going. We’re kind of on a tight schedule today.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Collecting souls,” I explained, standing back up to my full five feet, six inches. My knees were beginning to ache from crouching.

      “And this is your job?”

      “It is now,” I said. “Unfortunately.”

      Aidan grinned at me. “It’s not as easy as you thought, is it? It’s a lot harder than you gave us credit for.”

      “I never said it was an easy job,” I argued. “I just didn’t think it was as action-packed as you made it out to be.” I glanced back down at Stan. “And I was clearly right.”

      “They’re usually not this … whiny.”

      “I am not whiny,” Stan said. “I’m going through a shock. I just found out I’m dead, and it wasn’t even a good death.”

      “What’s a good death?” I asked.

      “You know, running into a burning building and saving children from a fiery death,” Stan said. “Or pushing an old lady out of the path of a speeding bus. Or riding a supermodel until your heart just gives out.”

      I glanced at Stan’s paunchy stomach and thinning hair and couldn’t help but think that all three of those scenarios were very likely outside of his wheelhouse. “You can’t control your death – unless you want to kill yourself,” I explained. “And, if you do that, you don’t go to one of the better final resting places.”

      Stan looked momentarily hopeful. “Am I going to Heaven?”

      “Yes,” I said, glancing at his file again for confirmation. I frowned, though, when I saw where he was really going.

      “That doesn’t look like I’m going to Heaven,” Stan said, his voice rising an octave. “That looks like I’m going to the other place.”

      Aidan leaned back on Stan’s bed -- blocking my view of Stan’s body, which was thankfully buried beneath his plaid bedspread covers -- and waited for me to handle the situation.

      “Define the other place,” I said, taking a step so that I could again make eye contact with Stan.

      “Define the other place? Define the other place? I don’t want to go to Hell!”

      “Well, good news,” I replied, using my best faux tour director voice. “You’re not going to Hell.”

      “I’m not?” Relief washed over Stan’s shaking body.

      “Nope,” I shook my head emphatically. “You’re going to Purgatory. It’s an entirely different place.”

      Stan looked shocked. “Purgatory? Isn’t that like limbo? Is that better than Hell? It certainly doesn’t sound as good as Heaven.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “The good news is, your file says you’ll only be there for fifty years.”

      “Fifty years!”

      “Your file says you have a few things to work out,” I offered, hoping that my explanation didn’t sound as lame to Stan as it did to me.

      “What does that mean exactly?” Stan pushed himself to his ethereal feet and placed his hands on his hips. I think I was getting a glimpse of his courtroom persona, which was one of the reasons he was going to Purgatory.

      “Well … ,” I hedged.

      “I want to know exactly what that file says about me,” Stan ordered.

      “I’m not sure I’m supposed to tell you that.”

      Aidan groaned from his spot on the bed. “Oh, just tell him. Otherwise we’re going to be here forever, and I’m ready for lunch.”

      I didn’t know how he could think about lunch with a dead body – and the traumatized spirit that belonged to that body – in the room. “Well, under your transgressions list you have quite a few entries.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, it says here you put fifteen witnesses on the stand even though you knew they were going to perjure themselves,” I replied.

      Stan looked incensed. “I did no such thing!”

      “Then there’s that whole sleeping with your best friend’s wife.”

      “I went to confession for that!”

      “Each time?” Aidan asked. “You have to go each time.”

      Stan worried his lower lip with his teeth. “That wasn’t made clear to me. That’s not fair. I thought going once was a blanket confession that would absolve me of all of my sins.”

      “Did you do the required penance?” Aidan pressed.

      “Of course I did.” Stan was scandalized.

      “That’s not what the file says. The file says you were supposed to say fifty Hail Marys, but that you didn’t say any of them.”

      “The priest still absolved me of my sins,” Stan argued. “You can’t possibly be telling me that fifty Hail Marys are standing between me and Heaven. I’ll do them right now, if that’s the case.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” I said.

      “It also doesn’t count if you don’t do the penance,” Aidan shot back. “While you’re still alive, that is. Aisling, seriously, enough with this crap. Let’s just absorb him and go.”

      “I want to speak to your superior,” Stan said. “You can’t be the last word on where my fate lies.”

      “We’re not even the first word,” I answered. “We’re just grunts. The list comes from higher up and we just follow it. We’re really just the last word.”

      “Higher up where?” Stan didn’t look convinced.

      That was too long of a conversation for this particular moment. “Just higher up.”

      “Well, I still want to speak to your superior.” Stan was adamant.

      “We can arrange that,” Aidan said, getting to his feet. “You have to come with us, though, and then we’ll have to make an appointment for you.”

      “And how soon can I get this appointment?” Stan asked, new hope flitting across his face.

      “I think the current wait time is seventy-five years,” Aidan said. I had no idea whether he was telling the truth.

      “Well, that’s not fair,” Stan complained. “I demand an immediate appeal.”

      I glanced at Aidan, waiting for his response. His world-class charm obviously wasn’t working today.

      “We can arrange that.”

      “And how soon will my argument be heard?”

      “I think the current time frame is eighty-five years,” Aidan replied. He was clearly bored with the direction of the conversation, his mind already focused on the hamburger in his future.

      Stan’s mouth dropped open in horror. “So, you’re saying my only options are to go with you, climbing into some weird scepter of death and spending fifty years in Purgatory making up for my crimes or wait seventy-five years to plead my case?”

      “Pretty much,” Aidan said, nonplussed, “although, you don’t climb into the scepter.”

      “That’s something, I guess,” Stan said, shuffling uncomfortably.

      “The scepter just absorbs your soul,” Aidan added.

      Terror flitted across Stan’s bland features. “Absorbs?”

      “It’s not as gross as it sounds,” I offered.

      “Oh, okay,” Stan said. “Um, just give me a second to get ready. It’s going to be fine. I’ll wake up in a few minutes and everything will be fine.”

      “Of course.” Clearly my approach was getting us nowhere.

      Stan started pacing his apartment, stopping at each photo frame to give it a long gaze. I thought it was kind of sweet. He wanted to get a last look at his loved ones. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad guy after all?

      Stan was completing his circuit, moving back toward the open bedroom door when he suddenly disappeared into the living room. I glanced at Aidan worriedly. “What do you think he’s doing?”

      “He’s probably running,” Aidan replied, his disinterest evident.

      “Shouldn’t we stop him?”

      “He’s your charge,” Aidan reminded me. “I’m just here to supervise.”

      “This sucks,” I grumbled, moving into the living room to make sure Stan didn’t try to run. I shouldn’t have worried. He was standing at the door of his apartment, trying to turn the door handle so he could escape into the hallway. He clearly didn’t realize that he could simply walk through the door because he was stymied by the fact that his hand just kept moving through the handle harmlessly. That was a small favor.

      I opened my mouth in an attempt to talk him down once more, but Aidan shook his head to dissuade me. He was right – and I knew it. I sighed, pulling the sterling silver scepter – shaped like a snake with ruby red eyes (don’t ask) – out of my jacket pocket and pointed it at Stan.

      The scepter lit up, emitting a bright flash of light, and I could see Stan’s spirit start to break up as it filtered into the scepter. The last look he managed to muster was one of abject terror before he completely disappeared.

      “Well, that went well,” I said finally.

      “That’s not what Dad is going to say,” Aidan replied.

      He was right. I scowled as I imagined the diatribe I was sure to be on the receiving end of later tonight. It sucks when your Dad is also your boss.

      “You want lunch?” Aidan asked. He didn’t look too worried about the ass-chewing we were sure to get in a few hours.

      “Make sure it’s some place we can get drinks, too.”

      “We’re Irish,” Aidan laughed. “That’s a given.”

      I followed him out of Stan Parker’s apartment without a backward glance. This was turning into a terrible first day of work.
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      “So, let me get this straight, you had five souls to gather today and two of them ran while another two demanded appointments to plead their cases? That doesn’t sound like an auspicious first day.”

      Cormack Grimlock is an imposing sight. He’s six feet, two inches of solid muscle, black hair and a constant five-o-clock shadow. Even in his fifties, he’s still a breathtaking (and frightening) man. He’s my father, and I love him, but I feel the weight of his disappointment like an anvil around my neck when he feels like cutting it loose. And tonight he obviously feels like cutting it loose.

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I said, throwing myself onto one of the leather couches that decorate his library. It’s really only a library in the strictest sense of the word. To a normal person – one who didn’t grow up in the dark shadow of the reaper world – it was something more akin to a library research room. The walls are covered with dark bookshelves encumbered with thousands of dusty tomes, which my father insists we might need some day. The far end of the room is dwarfed by my dad’s mahogany desk, which he sat behind.

      “And how would you describe your first day on the job?”

      I glanced over to the adjacent couch where my brother Aidan was sitting and studying his fingernails and tried to send him a mental SOS. He either wasn’t getting it or he was ignoring it – I had a feeling it was the latter. “Well, we did manage to gather all five souls.”

      Cormack sighed, letting loose one of those patented parental grunts that can only be achieved when you have more children than you have patience. Since I was one of five children, my father had long since ceded complete control, although he still likes to pretend sometimes. “I guess we can count that as a win.”

      “See,” I smiled. “There is a bright spot.”

      “Don’t push it.”

      Aidan snickered, leaning back on the couch and fixing me with an amused grin. “I told you.”

      “I don’t know why you’re so smug,” my father said. “You were in charge. You should have had a better handle on things.”

      “You said to let her do it and just step in when things got out of hand,” Aidan argued. “I was following your directions.”

      My father’s back stiffened. “Apparently you and I have very different definitions of what constitutes a situation getting out of hand.”

      “Well, that sounds like your problem, not mine.”

      I was surprised by Aidan’s tone. Every member of my family is plagued by foot-in-mouth disease. We don’t usually put that particular trait on display with our father, when we can help it, though. It doesn’t end well. Ever.

      “What did you just say to me?” I feared that if my dad’s face got any redder he might burst a blood vessel.

      “I said you’re right,” Aidan sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s what I thought you said.”

      When I was sure my dad wasn’t looking, I shot a triumphant smile in Aidan’s direction. He flipped me off, discreetly, but my father and his eagle eyes didn’t miss the gesture.

      “I saw that.”

      “Shouldn’t we get the soul transfer over with?” Aidan asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Fine,” my dad replied. “Perhaps I should oversee the soul transfer, just to be on the safe side.”

      “Knock yourself out,” Aidan grumbled.

      My dad motioned for me to join him, holding out his hand so I could place the scepter in his palm. I watched as he took the silver staff – which was about ten inches long – and placed the bottom end into the purple urn in the corner of the room behind his desk. The process was a mild curiosity – until I joined the family business I wasn’t allowed to see this part of the operation. The urn lit up, flashing once, twice, ultimately five times, and then going dark. My dad retrieved the scepter and handed it back to me.

      “At least one job was done without incident today,” he grumbled.

      “The easy part,” Aidan scoffed.

      My dad opened his mouth to let loose with a choice verbal smackdown but was interrupted when the door to the office opened and the rest of my family filed in. My older brothers, Redmond, Cillian and Braden, were in the middle of a deep conversation.

      “She was after me,” Redmond said, sliding down onto the couch I had just vacated.

      “You’re crazy,” Cillian said, his eyes flashing. “She wanted me.”

      “You’ve both gone blind,” Braden interjected. “She kept touching my bicep. She wanted me.”

      “She kept touching all of our biceps,” Redmond argued. “She tried to stick her tongue in my ear, though.”

      “She was coughing,” Cillian replied. “That wasn’t her tongue. It was spit.”

      Gross.

      All of my brothers look exactly alike. No, really, they do. If not for the white streaks I had recently added to my hair, there would be no doubt that we all swam from the same gene pool. Every one of us had inky black hair and bright purple eyes, both traits passed on to us from our father. There wasn’t a lot of deviation in our ages – apparently our parents were randy in their youth – so we were extremely close, and competitive.

      Redmond is the oldest, and most stable at twenty-nine. Cillian is a year behind at twenty-eight, and he is a touch more volatile (and by a touch I mean he freaks out at the drop of a hat). Braden has middle-child syndrome at twenty-seven and, while the rest of us have straight hair, his is wavy like our mother’s was before she passed away. Aidan and I are the babies at twenty-five and, if Redmond is to be believed, we were not exactly happy accidents. It’s not as though my parents didn’t love us as children, but we weren’t explicitly in their family plan. They had intended to have three children – not five – so it’s no surprise that my father’s patience often wears thin with us faster than it does with my older brothers.

      “What are you three arguing about?” My father’s voice was gruff, but his eyes were twinkling. He liked hearing about my brothers’ romantic conquests. Since my mother had died – almost a decade ago now – he had lived like a monk, except for their stories.

      “Cillian tried to steal my date,” Redmond explained. “She shot him down, though.”

      “She shot you down,” Cillian argued.

      “She obviously shot you all down because you all came back here alone,” I interjected, shoving Redmond’s foot from the coffee table so I could move past and settle into the open spot on the couch next to him.

      Redmond slung his arm around my shoulder affectionately. “We actually came home early to see how Aisling’s first day of work went.”

      My mouth dipped into a frown as I regarded him.

      “That bad? It will get better, kid,” he said, squeezing my shoulder in a show of solidarity.

      “If she had finished her training when she was a teenager, she wouldn’t be scrambling to catch up now,” Dad said.

      Redmond rolled his eyes. This was an old argument. When I was eighteen, I had gotten drunk at a holiday party and informed everyone that I had no intention of joining the family business as planned. We were raised knowing that we had to join the reaper fold, and my brothers had all fallen into line.

      I had wanted something different, something that didn’t revolve around death. So, instead, I dropped out of the reaper-training program and started classes at the local community college. After changing my major four times – nothing seemed to fit just right – I dropped out and took a job as a secretary at an insurance agency. Unfortunately for me, downsizing eliminated that position about six months ago.

      With few options – and no degree to fall back on – I finally agreed to join the family business when my roommate gave me an ultimatum: Start paying rent or get out. He meant it in the nicest way possible. No, really, he did. He was just trying to give me some direction – one that didn’t lead to a fast food chain -- at least that’s what I keep telling myself.

      So, here I am. I joined the family line, but there was no way I was going to move back into this mausoleum on the hill. It’s kind of like a castle. I’m not exaggerating. When you tell people you live in a suburb of Detroit, they picture falling down houses and rampant gang bangers. We live on Grosse Pointe’s Lakeshore Drive, though, in one of the richest areas of Michigan. Even for this area, though, our house is just a little bit too much. You know that show, Downton Abbey? They wish their house was this big. No joke.

      All four of my brothers still live here, taking over one of the wings as their party pit (their words, not mine). I couldn’t get out of here fast enough, though. To me, a home is supposed to be warm and inviting. The only thing this house invites is unrest.

      “I don’t want to argue about the training again,” I said, my voice low.

      “Let the training thing go,” Cillian agreed. “It’s over. It’s done with. You’ve won. Move on.”

      “I’ve won what?” My dad looked incredulous. “Is this the lottery and no one told me?”

      “You wanted her in the family fold since she announced that she wasn’t going to do it,” Braden said. “She’s in the family fold. Give it a rest.”

      My brothers are nothing if not loyal. Sure, they’re total pains, but they’re loyal pains.

      “I wanted her to go through the proper training and join the business when she was nineteen, like the rest of you,” Dad replied. “I didn’t want her to waste money and jump around from job to job before finally starting work with us because she had no other choice.”

      “I didn’t jump from job to job,” I grumbled.

      “And she paid for her own college,” Redmond reminded my dad. “Why don’t you stop bringing it up?”

      “Why don’t you mind your own business,” my dad shot back.

      “Why don’t we all calm down,” Aidan suggested.

      “You’re the reason we’re even having this discussion,” Dad said, fixing his eyes on Aidan.

      “How?” Aidan’s voice was high and unnatural.

      “You helped her pay for that community college,” my dad charged on. “You didn’t think I knew that, did you? But I knew.”

      “So what?” Aidan said, his voice angry and firm. “That was my choice, not your choice.”

      “And how did it work out? Was it money well spent?”

      Aidan shifted his gaze over to me uneasily. “She wanted to see what was out there. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “The big deal is she is one of us, despite whatever it is she’s done to her hair – and I know you did that just to tick me off, young lady – and she should have been with us from the beginning. Do you know how many jokes I had to listen to at the reaper council because she chose to be a secretary instead of a reaper?”

      “So you’re angry because your friends are asses?” Redmond was rubbing his hands together, as though spoiling for a fight (which was often the case).

      “I’m angry because, until now, she’s been a tremendous disappointment.”

      The jab hit me where it was supposed to – right in the heart. His aim was always true, even if he regretted the words the minute they escaped from his mouth.

      “She’s not a disappointment,” Braden growled, getting to his feet. “Don’t call her that.”

      My father’s face softened, instant contrition taking over. “I didn’t mean that.”

      “Then why did you say it?” Aidan asked.

      “Because … I don’t know why I said it. She just frustrates me. I didn’t mean it, though.”

      “You frustrate us,” Cillian interjected.

      “How do I frustrate you?”

      “By saying things like you just said. Why do you always have to harp on her?”

      I listened to the argument continue around me with my ears but I tuned it out with heart and my head. I can’t let him get to me, I reminded myself. He didn’t mean what he said. No, he really didn’t. Boys he gets. Adolescent boys. Teenage boys. Adult boys. He gets their feelings and emotions and he can deal with them.

      High-strung girls with their drama and mean-girl attitude, though? That he doesn’t get. He was fine with me when I was little, when I was digging in the dirt and wrestling with my brothers. When I wanted to be Batman he was perfectly fine. The minute I put on a skirt and discovered boys, though – in the same way (and at the same age) that Aidan discovered boys, by the way – he started to falter as a parent. That’s when my mom swooped in and took over as the main parental figure for Aidan and me. Even though Aidan didn’t know what he was at that point, my mom knew. My dad claims he didn’t, but I find that hard to believe.

      When my mom died while trying to collect a soul in a burning building – it happens more often than most reapers would like to admit – my dad had to take on our parenting again. He wasn’t very good at it, by his own admission. Not that he didn’t try. He did try – and those are the memories I cling to.

      “Let’s just drop it.” I had said the words barely above a whisper, but every head swung in my direction and all arguing ceased.

      “I’m on your side,” Redmond said, gripping my shoulder tightly.

      “I know, and I appreciate it. It’s just not worth arguing about. I know I’m a disappointment. It doesn’t hurt me anymore. Just let it go.”

      With those words, I got to my feet – fighting the shakiness that threatened to overwhelm me -- and exited the room. The one thing I need above all others right now is an escape from this house. I always need an escape from this house. Why I agreed to return is still a mystery to me.

      It has to get better, right? Right?
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      While the rest of my family lives in luxury on Lakeshore Drive – maids and butlers included – I have opted for minimalism. Okay, maybe minimalism isn’t the right word. Cozy. Yeah, that’s the word that best describes the condo I share with my best friend in Royal Oak, a northern suburb of Detroit in the more affluent Oakland County.

      Royal Oak isn’t ritzy, but it’s certainly not run down. It’s comfortable – and the nightlife is to die for (probably not a great phrase for a reaper, I know). It’s more hipster-meets-music snob, with great food on every corner thrown in for good measure. There’s a festival every other weekend and something new to discover every month.

      I love it here.

      I unlocked the door to my condo – located within walking distance of Royal’s Oak’s bustling after-dark activities – and found my best friend, Jeremiah “Jerry” Collins, lounging on the couch watching Golden Girls in his boxer shorts.

      Before you ask, yes, Jerry is gay. I’ve known since we met in kindergarten and he immediately vetoed my Converse and Levis, something he does to this day. I didn’t know he was gay right away. I did ask my mom if he was a girl dressed up as a boy, though. She merely smiled, patted me on the head, and told me that someday I would appreciate his fashion sense. She was wrong on that one.

      “Hey, Bug,” he greeted me without looking up from the television. He had called me “Bug” since we were little, when my brothers were happily burning ants with a magnifying glass while I tried desperately to save them -- in vain, I might add. Nothing can dissuade my brothers from a task when they set their minds to it.

      “Hey,” I said, dropping my purse on the coffee table and sliding onto the couch next to him. “How was your day?”

      “Oh, just so stupid,” Jerry replied. “Mrs. Noonan came in again.”

      I wracked my brain for an identity hint. “Is she the one who wants the four-tiered wedding cake?” Jerry owned a chic little bakery – Get Baked – on Royal Oak’s main drag. He’s extremely creative and talented, and I’m not saying that just because he’s my best friend.

      “She’s just unbelievable,” Jerry continued. “She wants me to somehow include dolphins in it now.”

      “Dolphins? That doesn’t seem very wedding-y. Is that a word? Wedding-y? I don’t think that’s a word.”

      Jerry ignored my grammar constipation. “Dolphins have nothing to do with a wedding,” he agreed. “She only asked for the dolphins after I told her that putting shirtless men on a gay wedding cake was tacky.”

      Yeah, because of who he is and how well known he is in the gay community, a lot of Jerry’s business revolves around same-sex weddings in Michigan. That’s a thing now because a recent court decision pretty much spanked Michigan’s governor and told him that a gay marriage ban is repugnant – which he’s still fighting. Jerry’s business is booming, though.

      “I thought you liked tacky?”

      “For a bachelor party? Sure. For a wedding, though? Some things are sacred.”

      Sometimes I think Jerry is more of a girl than I am. When he thinks of wedding cakes he gets all twitterpated like in Bambi. When I think of wedding cakes, I don’t get anything but hives.

      “Well, what did you finally tell her?”

      “That I knew what I was doing and to trust me.”

      “And how did she take that?”

      “She told me I was bitchy.”

      I couldn’t hide my smirk. Jerry idles at bitchy. That’s what I love about him. “Then what happened?”

      “Then I called her son and told him she was driving me crazy.”

      No, not bitchy at all.

      “And he agreed with me and she backed off,” Jerry added.

      “And how did you end things?”

      “She started crying and admitted that she’s manic about the wedding because she wants to make sure her son realizes she’s okay with it, him being gay and getting married and all.”

      “That’s kind of sweet,” I admitted.

      “It is,” Jerry agreed, slinging his arm over my shoulder and pulling me close so I could get more comfortable.

      I thought about his response for a second and then smiled. “The cake is going to have dolphins, isn’t it?”

      “Small, tasteful ones,” Jerry replied.

      Tasteful dolphins on a wedding cake? I can’t wait to see it. I turned my attention to the television, fighting to stifle a laugh as Rose launched into a story about St. Olaf. While Golden Girls may seem stereotypical for a gay man – and it is -- there are some stereotypes that have to be embraced. At least that’s what Jerry always tells me. Golden Girls is one of our coveted nightly rituals. We also watch Little House on the Prairie. We’re multi-faceted weird.

      We watched the episode in silence for a few minutes, but then I felt Jerry stir beside me. “So, Bug, you haven’t told me how your day went.”

      That was on purpose. “It was fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “Fine.”

      “That doesn’t sound very convincing. I would think a day of gathering human souls and helping them pass to the great beyond would be fulfilling.”

      Yeah, Jerry is in on the big family secret. I told him when I was eight. My dad had some sort of fit when he found out but he eventually got over it. Jerry is a part of our family, by right if not birth. My dad won’t admit it, but even he is fond of Jerry and his antics.

      “It was fine,” I repeated, trying to convince Jerry -- and myself -- that I was telling the truth.

      “Then why are you so stiff?”

      “I’m not stiff.”

      Jerry ran his hands over my shoulders, kneading the knots out of my back. “You feel stiff.”

      “How do you know when a woman feels stiff?”

      “Honey, there’s nothing about anything stiff that I don’t know about.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Thanks for that visual.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      “I thought you were here to keep me entertained?”

      “That’s what I was doing.”

      “Oh, good to know. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.”

      We lapsed into silence again. I was hoping that Jerry was going to forget about my first day at work. I should have known better.

      “So, how was work?”

      I blew out a frustrated sigh. There was no way out of this. So, I told him. I told him everything. I told him about Stan. I told him about Aidan. I told him about my dad and the big argument. When I was done, Jerry’s body was taut with anger. “Your dad makes me mad.”

      “He loves you,” I pointed out.

      “He loves you, too, Bug,” Jerry said, his voice low. “He just has trouble with you.”

      “Because I’m a girl?”

      “No, not because you’re a girl, although that probably doesn’t help.”

      I glanced up at him in surprise. I was expecting the answer to be yes. “Then why does he have trouble with me?”

      “Because you remind him of your mother.”

      That hit me hard so, of course, I denounced its truthfulness without even considering the possibility that he was right. “That’s ridiculous.”

      Jerry ran a hand through his dark hair and fixed his somber brown eyes on me. “Bug, I love you dearly, but you are completely ignorant when it comes to your father.”

      “I grew up with him,” I argued. “I think I know him a little better than you.”

      “In some ways, yes,” Jerry agreed. “In others, though, it’s like you’ve never met him.”

      I pondered the idea for a second, but forcefully pushed it out of my mind. “There’s no way,” I said. “I don’t even look like my mother. I look like him.”

      “You all look alike,” Jerry agreed. “Your mom was all blonde and sunny, and you guys are all dark and broody, but it’s there.”

      “What’s there?”

      “The voice. The slope of your nose. The way your forehead furrows when you’re thinking really hard – like now. That all comes from your mother.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Jerry silenced me with a look.

      “Your dad is a good man, but he’s also a man haunted by your mother’s death,” he continued. “And, when he looks at you, he thinks about what could have been. What should have been. He wonders what would have happened if your mother had waited to go into that building until the fire was completely out. What would have happened if she had been ten feet away when the roof collapsed. What would have happened if he had gone instead of her, as he was supposed to.”

      I felt my heart well up, even though I was fighting the sudden onslaught of emotion that was washing over me.

      “Your dad feels guilt,” Jerry plowed on. “Your dad thinks that he should have died instead of your mother. Does he handle things well? No. Does he treat you the way he should? No. But you should know he always regrets it when he lashes out at you. He just doesn’t know how to say it.”

      I pressed my face into Jerry’s side in an effort to hide the tears threatening to spill over. He patted my back.

      “Just try to cut him some slack, Bug,” he said.

      “I do,” I said, fighting back a sniffle.

      “Try to get your brothers to cut him some slack, too,” Jerry suggested.

      “I’m not a miracle worker.”

      “Just try to get them to chill.”

      “They can’t help themselves,” I said. “They’re loyal and I’m the only girl, so they’re protective. Don’t you remember when Dean Cooper dumped me on prom night and Tommy Wilkinson saw him making out with that girl under the bleachers and I came home crying?”

      “I remember he looked like he’d been in a cage fight on graduation day,” Jerry said. “It wasn’t a girl, though. He was making out with Carson Franklin.”

      Holy crap. “No way.”

      “Yes, Carson told me the next day when we were at yoga.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Because I couldn’t decide if it made things worse that he was making out with a guy,” Jerry admitted.

      I thought about it a second. “I don’t know either,” I said finally. “Now, I would have understood. Then? I probably would have freaked out more.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I think it would have made a difference to my brothers, though.”

      Jerry shrugged. “Ah, well, Dean was a douche. He had it coming for all those wedgies he doled out for the four years he thought he ran the school.”

      “Yeah, but now it just seems mean.”

      “Your brothers are mean.”

      “They’re not mean,” I protested.

      “Not to you, no. They love you.”

      “They love you, too.”

      “They didn’t always love me,” Jerry reminded me. “They used to laugh when you put makeup on me and then tried to force me into a dress.”

      “They did that to Aidan, too.”

      Jerry frowned at the memory. “You know, come to think of it, your brothers were douches in high school too.”

      I wanted to argue, but he wasn’t wrong. Instead, I rested my head on his shoulder and lost myself in some Dorothy-induced sarcasm until my eyelids were too heavy to stay open.

      Tomorrow was another day. It could only get better. I was practically sure of it.
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      “Wake up, Buttercup.”

      “Get off me, you freak.” I tried to shift Aidan’s weight from my midriff, but he was surprisingly solid – and determined when he set his mind to it. I was still rolled up and trapped beneath the blankets on my bed.

      “It’s almost eight. We’re going to be late.” Aidan always was a morning person. It’s annoying. I didn’t see how anyone could be so chipper after the day we had survived yesterday.

      “You’re a poet, and you didn’t know it,” I grumbled. I definitely need some coffee.

      “No more rhymes now, I mean it.” Aidan wasn’t giving up – and a good movie quote never dies.

      “Anybody want a peanut?” I pulled the blanket away and met Aidan’s wide smile with a scowl to match. “Get off me.”

      “Are you going to get up?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Aidan’s frivolity melted away as he met my sleepy gaze. “Are you okay?”

      I knew what he was referring to, but I pretended otherwise. “You mean am I fine after being jolted awake by my annoying twin? Yes. Now get off me.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Aidan looked determined.

      “Yes it is,” I countered.

      “No it’s not.”

      “Yes it is.”

      “No it’s not.”

      “Yes … .”

      “Leave her alone,” Jerry ordered. He was standing in the open bedroom doorway watching the two of us. Like me, he’s not a morning person. It’s another reason we get along so well. Aidan had obviously woken him up, too.

      “I’m her brother,” Aidan argued, his gaze flitting to Jerry’s bare chest and chiseled abs. What is it with gay guys? They always have the best bodies. And, even though Aidan and Jerry had known each other since they were kids, there is a lot of faux flirting going on when they’re in a room together. “It’s my job to make sure she’s all right.”

      “That’s the best friend’s job,” Jerry countered, fixing Aidan with a small smile while making sure to flex his muscles as he posed in the door frame. “Your job is to annoy her and beat up her boyfriends.”

      “I’ve got that covered.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      I rolled my eyes and pushed Aidan off of me, mustering enough strength to dislodge him while he was distracted by Jerry’s abs. “You weigh a ton.”

      “I’m a prime piece of manly candy,” Aidan informed me, winking at Jerry for emphasis. “There’s no fat on this godly body.”

      “Don’t make me throw up.”

      “Get in the shower.”

      “I need coffee,” I argued.

      “You can have it after you shower.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “But this is going on my list.”

      “I can live with that.”

      

      “MR. JOHNSON, it would be helpful if you could calm down.”

      Aidan and I were on our third and final job of the day and it wasn’t going well, to say the least.

      “Calm down? Calm down? How can you tell me to calm down?” Mitch Johnson was a wreck. He was forty-five years old and had worked out like a maniac his entire life. He didn’t smoke. He didn’t eat fattening foods. He had only one martini a week – and usually at a work function. And, yet, he had died of a heart attack while cooking his lunch before he returned to the office. He was in denial, there was no getting around it.

      “I know it’s hard for you to understand.” I tried a different tactic. “These things happen, though.”

      “Happen? I never drank. I never smoked cigarettes. I never ate anything with any fat content that could actually give my food taste. And now I’m dead? How does that even happen?”

      “Genetics?” I really had no idea. I’ve never met a cupcake I don’t like, even when Jerry insisted maple frosting was awesome.

      “My father is still alive. So is my mother. My grandparents lived until they were well into their eighties. How is it genetics?”

      “A heart defect?”

      “I go to the doctor every six months. He would have found it if I had a problem. What else have you got?”

      “Bad luck?”

      “I don’t accept that,” Mitch said, his voice angry and full of hate. “You take it back and fix this, you bitch.”

      I think I was starting to understand the problem. “You have a lot of rage, don’t you?”

      “So?”

      “That probably killed your heart.” Hey, I’m not a doctor, but it sounded plausible to me.

      “I don’t like you,” Mitch seethed.

      “Well, I think you’re a peach.”

      Mitch glared at me, refusing to divert his gaze from my eyes, even though Aidan was noisily searching through his refrigerator in the next room for something to eat.

      “I’m not going.”

      “You have no choice.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Well, nonetheless, you don’t have a choice.” All of my grand plans to lead souls to the light with a smile and sympathy had gone out the window after less than twenty-four hours on the job. That didn’t say much for my follow through.

      “I want to talk to the other one.”

      “Who? Aidan?”

      “I don’t know his name,” Mitch said. “I want to talk to the man. He’s obviously the one in charge.”

      I gritted my teeth. Aidan was in charge during my probation, but I didn’t have to like it. “Aidan.”

      “What?” Aidan walked into the room, an apple in his right hand and a Coke in his left. “What’s the problem?”

      “He wants to talk to a man.”

      Aidan smirked but ambled over to Mitch anyway. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      “I want to lodge a complaint.” Mitch put his hands on his hips and plastered a reasonable look on his face as though that would somehow fake Aidan out. I didn’t know how to tell him that my brother would have simply sucked his soul without engaging in any of this pesky conversation I had stupidly insisted upon. I really didn’t think it would help at this point anyway.

      Aidan rolled his eyes in my direction. “And what is your complaint?”

      “There’s obviously been a mistake,” Mitch explained. “I’m a good man. I’ve lived a good and clean life. I wasn’t meant to die.”

      “Bummer.”

      “I don’t think you’re understanding me,” Mitch said.

      “No,” Aidan countered. “I don’t think you’re understanding me. I don’t care that you think you shouldn’t have died. Ninety percent of the souls we collect think they shouldn’t have died. I had a ninety-year-old former mineworker lodging a complaint just last week.. You just need to stand there and let us do our job. Shutting up would just be a bonus.”

      Tact is an acquired taste, one Aidan has no intention of acquiring.

      Mitch crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot impatiently. “I want to talk to your boss.”

      “My boss is my dad,” Aidan replied. “He’s going to be a lot meaner to you than we are. Trust me.”

      “So, this is a family business?”

      “Unfortunately,” I muttered.

      “Well, then I want to talk to your father’s boss.”

      That was an interesting thought.

      “He doesn’t have a boss,” Aidan lied.

      “Well, then, I’m not going.” Mitch was grasping at straws. I didn’t really blame him; hey, no one wants to die.

      Even though he’d been through this a thousand times, Aidan looked surprised. “You’re not going where?”

      “Wherever it is you’re taking me,” Mitch answered.

      Aidan glanced at me. “Where are we taking him?”

      That was a good question. I flipped the sheet on the file, found the appropriate line, and then gulped as I glanced back up at Aidan. “To a place.”

      Aidan read my face. “You’re going to Hell.”

      There was that tact again.

      Mitch was flabbergasted. “Hell? Hell? How do I deserve to go to Hell? That’s not even remotely possible. Check again.”

      I did as instructed. It hadn’t changed, though, not that I thought that was a reasonable possibility. I felt helpless. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say here.”

      Aidan ignored me. “You’re going to Hell. Get used to it. You obviously did something to go there. You must know what it is.”

      Mitch screwed up his face as he concentrated. “Nope, not a blasted thing. There’s been a mistake. Come back when it’s corrected. I’m busy this spring and summer, but I can probably schedule you for an appointment in the fall. I’ll just wait here.”

      Aidan looked to me for help. I looked back down at the file, searching for the transgressions list, frowning when I found it. “It says here that you’ve date-raped three different women.”

      “I have not.”

      “Sandy Winston?”

      “She wanted it.”

      I gripped the file tighter. “Penny Lynn?”

      “She was a slut. It’s not my fault she was so drunk she couldn’t remember begging for it.”

      I pursed my lips in aggravation. “Joanna Franz?”

      Mitch’s face contorted with rage. “She put her hand on my leg. She initiated the sex.”

      Well, that was my breaking point. “You’re a dick.”

      “And you’re another woman who can’t admit what she wants.” Mitch sidled up to me, trying to get a look down the vee in my shirt. I think he was trying to be charming, even though he was failing at a fantastic rate.

      “Hey!” Aidan was pissed off now, too. “Don’t look at my sister like that.”

      “Why don’t you leave the room,” Mitch suggested. “I’m sure your sister and I can come up with an agreement that benefits us both.”

      “If you had a body, this is where I would beat you to death,” Aidan threatened.

      I couldn’t wipe away the feeling of a million small insect wings flitting across my body. “You’re gross.”

      “You’re hot. Are those things real?” Mitch asked.

      “That did it!” Aidan exploded, moving toward me and pulling the scepter from my coat pocket. “I’m not listening to another second of this.”

      Fear colored Mitch’s face. “What is that?”

      “Your doom,” Aidan shot back.

      “That sounds a little dramatic,” Mitch replied, although his voice had lost some bravado.

      “I’m a dramatic kind of guy.”

      “Aidan,” I started. “Maybe we should just … .”

      Mitch seemed to realize he was out of options. Instead of accepting his fate, though, he did what came naturally to a woman-abusing coward: He ran.

      Before we realized what was happening, Mitch bolted through the closed door of his apartment and was gone, leaving Aidan and I staring at some really ugly particle board, a flat-screen television and an otherwise empty room.

      “Sonofabitch!”
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      “I’m not going to say this is your fault.”

      “That’s probably wise.”

      “It’s your fault, though.”

      I cast a scathing look in Aidan’s direction. “I thought you weren’t going to say this was my fault?”

      “I changed my mind.”

      Thirty minutes later and we were still searching for Mitch Johnson – something frowned upon in the reaper community. When a soul escapes, they prolong the inevitable. It may sound great – in theory, at least – to run and prolong your afterlife in the only world you’ve ever known. The problem is, though, that when it happens your soul slowly starts to lose cohesiveness with the real world and all that is left is an empty shell that goes through the motions. That’s where ghosts come from. No, seriously. Sometimes a soul is just lost – and that’s when we’ve failed at our jobs.

      “Dad is going to be pissed.”

      Aidan’s sympathetic eyes met mine. “This happens all the time. He can’t blame you for this. I’ll tell him that.”

      “Like that matters.”

      “I’ll make it matter.”

      I reached over and squeezed Aidan’s hand; the comfort was for him as well as myself. “So, how long do we look?”

      Aidan seemed unsure. “I don’t know. We might get lucky. If that jerk thinks he’s shaken us he might circle back and return to his home. He might still be hoping this is a nightmare and he’ll wake up and he can go back to his date-raping ways.”

      That didn’t sound so bad – not the date-rape stuff, but the returning to his apartment stuff. “And if we’re not lucky?”

      “Then we’re going to be in trouble when we get back to the house.” Aidan looked grim.

      “What do you think he will do?” I didn’t say who the “he” was, but Aidan knew who I meant.

      “Yell.”

      “And then?”

      Aidan shrugged. “And then? And then nothing. He’s a blowhard. He can yell. He can stomp. He can scream. He can pout. This is a danger of what we do. No one has a perfect recovery rate.”

      “He does.”

      “So he says,” Aidan scoffed. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Why would he lie?”

      “He’s a man,” Aidan replied. “He likes to inflate his numbers. It’s a man thing.”

      I smiled, despite myself, at Aidan’s jovial smirk. I didn’t believe him, though. He was just trying to put on a brave face for my benefit. “So, what? We should hide behind the trash cans or something?”

      Aidan didn’t look thrilled with my suggestion. “Let’s circle around the block again. I’m not quite ready to give up.”

      I wordlessly fell into step with Aidan, letting him choose the direction. We were in downtown Detroit – one of the sections on Woodward that had seen some revitalization in recent years rather than the continuing dilapidation that seemed to be claiming a larger foothold in the city.

      Aidan, never one for uncomfortable silence, couldn’t help from trying to fill the dead air. “Are you sorry you agreed to go into the family business?”

      I considered the question. Was I? I still didn’t know. “Ask me that question again in a week.”

      “You’re doing fine,” Aidan said. “You’re a little earnest; you need to build up a colder exterior. That’s normal for novices. Don’t sweat it.”

      “I shouldn’t be a novice, though, should I?”

      Aidan furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

      “I grew up in this life,” I explained. “I’ve always known what this life entails. This stuff shouldn’t surprise me.”

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Aidan hedged. “It’s more like you’re conflicted. That’s not the same as being surprised.”

      “Conflicted?”

      “Like you don’t know whether you really want to be claiming these souls.”

      “I don’t think that’s what I’m feeling,” I replied. “I know that these souls have to move on; otherwise they’ll be tortured for eternity. I know it’s an important job. It’s just that … there’s something off.”

      “Then what are you feeling? That this is an important job … and then what?”

      “Honestly?”

      Aidan nodded, spurring me on.

      “I feel like I’m disappointing myself.”

      Aidan moved his lips to the side, biting the inside of his cheek. It was a familiar expression, one I’d seen for twenty-odd years. “Because you’re doing what Dad wants us to do?”

      Did that make me shallow? Did I care? “Yes.”

      Aidan’s charming smile graced his handsome face. “I know the feeling.”

      This was news. “You do?”

      “Do you think I wanted to join this business?”

      “Why did you?”

      “It seemed like the easiest avenue.”

      That didn’t sound like my brother – any of my brothers, for that matter. “Really? That’s why you did it?”

      “We were bred for this, Aisling,” Aidan replied. “It’s not like a family law firm or a family restaurant. We’re born with special abilities. They’re minor, but they’re still special. When I thought about doing something else, the idea of shirking my responsibilities was too much to bear. So I did what I was born to do.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      Aidan considered the question. “No.”

      “Do you think I’ll regret it?”

      Aidan wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pressed a quick kiss to my temple. “That’s my biggest worry right now.”

      That wasn’t an answer. I didn’t point it out, though. “Do you think Dad is really happy that I finally joined the fold?”

      “No.”

      I cracked my neck, mostly because I was looking for something to do that didn’t include ripping my own hair out, and tried to fight my aggravation. “Why not?”

      “Because you got out.”

      His answer stunned me. “What?”

      “Cormack Grimlock is many things, Aisling,” Aidan explained. “He’s a reaper. He’s a leader. He’s a bureaucrat.”

      Tell me something I don’t know.

      “He’s also a father. He doesn’t want you to die like Mom did.” Aidan’s words were simple, but his tone was heavy. “He’s all for family pride, but he’s more for family safety. If you were to die … if something were to happen to you … well, he barely survived mom’s death.”

      Aidan’s sentiment stunned me. I couldn’t form words.

      “He couldn’t survive your death.” Aidan’s voice was barely a whisper. He tightened his arm around me and then forced the serious look from his face. “Let’s cut through this alley, check the apartment again, and then call it a day, shall we? I need a drink.”

      It took me a second to find words – and the ones I discovered weren’t going to help our situation – so I grasped for something to lighten the mood. “You’re smarter than you look.”

      “That’s not possible. I look like Socrates.”

      I snorted derisively and followed Aidan into the alley, my thoughts jumbled and my heart clenched in my chest. Sometimes I wonder whether I’m reading the situation wrong -- where my dad is concerned anyway. Most of the time, though, I think he’s in the wrong. When someone like Aidan stands up for him, though, I wonder whether I’m not as perceptive as I think I am.

      Aidan picked his way around a pile of garbage as we navigated between two apartment buildings. I had lost my bearings fifteen minutes ago. I had no idea where we were. I could only hope Aidan wasn’t in the same boat.

      “Gross, what is that smell?”

      Aidan glanced at the rusty metal door to our right and sniffed. “Day-old Chinese?’

      “That killed my appetite for broccoli and beef for a week.”

      “How about egg rolls?”

      My gag reflex reared up and I clamped my hand over my nose to fight the stench. “Don’t be cute.”

      “I was born cute.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says everyone.”

      I wasn’t going to feed his delusions. “I say we call it a day. The rancid Chinese is making it a necessity.”

      “What do you think we’re doing?”

      “I don’t … oomph!”

      With my attention focused on Aidan, I hadn’t been watching where I was going. I found myself momentarily suspended in the air, the ground rushing toward me, before I crashed to the pavement and grunted in pain as the gritty cement ripped through the knee of my jeans.

      It took me a second to recover once I hit the ground. It took me a few seconds to gather my senses, and when I finally got my bearings, I wished I hadn’t. I was on the ground, favoring my left side, when my gaze fell on what I had tripped over.

      It was a body – and not the one I had initially been sent to investigate.

      “Is that … ? Oh crap.”
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      “We should go.”

      Aidan’s hand was in my face and he was waving it around in an attempt to snap me back to reality.

      He wasn’t entirely successful. “I just tripped over a dead body.”

      “Bummer. We should still go.”

      “We can’t go,” I protested, finally taking his hand and letting him pull me back to my feet. I dusted off my jeans, checking carefully to make sure there weren’t any errant bodily fluids marring their blue surface. “We have to call the police.”

      Aidan raised his eyebrows and fixed me with his best “are you crazy” glare. “That’s a really bad idea.”

      “We can’t pretend we didn’t find him,” I argued. “He’s obviously been … cripes, are those stab wounds or burn marks? That’s really nasty.”

      “Yes.” Aidan seethed through gritted teeth, trying to pull me from my spot and move me out of the alley. “We don’t want to be part of this.”

      “I think it’s too late.”

      Aidan and I froze, slowly turning in unison to see who had joined our nightmare.

      The man standing right behind us looked interested in our conversation – and mildly suspicious. His brown hair was several inches long and brushed back from his angular face. His dark eyes, the color of molten chocolate, were sharp and curious, while his mouth puckered in an unreadable expression. He was dressed in simple blue jeans and a brown leather jacket that was as rich in color as his eyes. His hands, which looked like they were always busy, were placed firmly on his narrow hips as he waited for an explanation.

      He was obviously a cop – or possibly a drug dealer. I looked him up and down again, zeroing in his shoes. Nope, he was definitely a cop. Sometimes you just know. Crap.

      “Um, hi,” I greeted him lamely. “We, um, we found a body.”

      The cop glanced to the ground behind us, taking in the entire scene, before shifting his gaze back to us. “I see that.”

      I didn’t dare glance at Aidan, but I could feel his unease as he shifted next to me. “We didn’t do it,” he said. “I just thought you should know.”

      “That was going to be my next question, so I’m glad you cleared that up.” The cop’s tone was droll. “Anything else you want to tell me?”

      Don’t answer. Don’t answer. Don’t answer. “I think he was stabbed – or possibly burned,” I offered. Crap. Why did I answer?

      Aidan kicked me, but I had already realized the stupidity behind my statement on my own.

      “What makes you think he was stabbed?”

      I looked the cop over again. He didn’t have any identifying marks that proved he was one of Detroit’s finest, but I was still sure I had pegged him right. He was playing it awful cool, though. “Those holes in his chest were my first hint.” Two could play that game.

      “And who are you?”

      “Aisling Grimlock,” I replied, squaring my shoulders. I refused to let his dour nature freak me out.

      “And your boyfriend?”

      Aidan and I exchanged a look. “Gross,” we said in unison.

      The cop waited for further explanation, clearly not amused with our twin response.

      “This is my brother, Aidan.”

      “Ah,” the cop said, turning his full attention to the body on the ground. “I guess that would explain why you look alike.”

      “I’m much better looking than her,” Aidan said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Is that really important now?”

      “It’s always important.”

      “Yeah, I see the family connection now,” the cop said, squatting next to the body and using a pen to poke around on the ground next to him. “He was definitely stabbed. You were right about that. I guess you got up close and personal with the victim?”

      I ignored the question and watched him for a few more minutes, my impatience finally getting the better of me. “And who are you?”

      The cop straightened back up. “My name is Griffin Taylor. I’m a detective with the Detroit Police Department.”

      “Yeah, we figured that out.”

      “You figured out I was a detective?” Taylor rubbed his hand over his square jaw. “How did you do that?”

      “Well, given our location – and the fact that there’s a dead body here – it was either cop or drug dealer, and a drug dealer wouldn’t be caught dead in those shoes.” Sometimes I babble when I’m nervous.

      Taylor glanced down at his black New Balance sneakers. “What’s wrong with my shoes?”

      Oh, where to begin. “Nothing,” I lied. “If you’re going to the gym,” I muttered under my breath.

      He looked me up and down a second and then smiled. “Are you wearing zombie Converse?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re making fun of my shoes?”

      “I’ve told her about the shoes,” Aidan agreed. “She doesn’t get it.”

      Taylor narrowed his eyes as he regarded Aidan. “You told her about the shoes?”

      Aidan scowled, which only made me smirk harder. He couldn’t hide the fact that he was gay even when he tried – which wasn’t very often. “Can we go? This clearly doesn’t involve us, and we have plans for the night.”

      Detective Taylor snorted. “What do you think?”

      “I think we’re going to be late for dinner,” Aidan replied.

      “Well … I have a few questions.”

      Taylor was playing a game, I realized. He was waiting to see how we reacted, and I think we were giving him a real show. Most people would be freaking out after stumbling over a body. Since we saw at least three a day, though, it wasn’t exactly traumatic for either of us.

      “Questions about what?” Aidan’s incredulous tone is pretty impressive when you consider the fact that a frowning cop is facing him down, practically daring him to make a fuss.

      “Well, for starters, how about the body?”

      “We didn’t do that,” Aidan said. “We just cut through the alley and my clumsy sister tripped over that guy’s foot. We probably wouldn’t even have noticed him if she would watch where she was going. I can’t take her anywhere.”

      “Hey!”

      “Well, you’re clumsy,” Aidan grumbled, but he looked apologetic.

      “You tripped over the body?” Detective Taylor focused on me.

      “Yeah,” I admitted.

      “Did you touch the body?”

      “No. Gross.”

      “Did you get any evidence on you?” Taylor was circling me, looking me up and down.

      “I better not have,” I said. “That would totally bum me out.”

      “And we can’t have that,” Aidan said. “We are going to be in so much trouble when Dad finds out about this.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. If he thought my first day on the job was a disaster, this was going to send him through the roof.

      “What does your father have to do with this?” Taylor asked.

      “He’s our boss.” I realized my mistake too late.

      “Your boss?” Detective Taylor looked interested in my slip-up. “And what do you do?”

      Crap.

      “We’re antiquities dealers,” Aidan said hurriedly.

      “Antiquities dealers? In Detroit?”

      “There are a lot of older homes here and some of the belongings in them are worth money.”

      Taylor didn’t look convinced. “In this neighborhood? You were working in this neighborhood?”

      “We work all over the region,” I said, stalling for time.

      “And you had an appointment around here?”

      “No,” Aidan broke in. “We were going to have lunch down here after we finished up an estate job in Grosse Pointe Park.”

      “In an alley?”

      “No, we were actually going to have lunch at Giuseppe’s.” My brother can lie with the best of them. Giuseppe’s Italian Bistro is a gem in this neighborhood, and people are known to go miles out of their way for their baked lasagna.

      “Giuseppe’s is two blocks over.”

      “We were taking a shortcut.”

      “Why would you park over here?”

      “The parking lot at Giuseppe’s is really small and I didn’t want to risk my car being dinged.”

      “What kind of car do you drive?”

      “It’s a vintage Corvette.”

      It was like watching a Wimbledon final. Detective Taylor still looked suspicious. “I think, just to be on the safe side, we should all go into the precinct and get all of this on record. You know, just to make sure things are on the up and up – not that I don’t believe you or anything.”

      Double crap.

      “Why?” Aidan was starting to get his hackles up. He hated all authority, but Taylor’s attitude was chafing more than usual.

      “Because you’re the first on the scene of a murder. That’s just standard operating procedure.”

      “You don’t know it’s a murder,” Aidan pointed out. “He could have killed himself.”

      “He stabbed himself in the chest four times?”

      Aidan shrugged. “You don’t know; he could have been dedicated.”

      Now that I looked at the wounds more closely – which was the last thing I wanted to do – the stab marks looked more like really long claw marks. That was a disheartening thought.

      Taylor’s lips thinned into a cross between a sneer and a grin. “Well, I still think that some questions are in order.”

      “Well I think … .”

      “Let it go, Aidan.” I accepted the inevitable defeat. “We don’t have a lot of choices here. Let’s just get it over with.”

      “You should listen to your sister.”

      “Not if I can help it,” Aidan grumbled.

      Aidan and I took an involuntary step back as the alley suddenly flooded with emergency personnel. Detective Taylor kept his eyes on us while he issued a few orders and then motioned for us to follow him. Aidan and I fell into place behind him and trudged back out of the alley.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      “So, let me get this straight … .”

      Yeah, my father wasn’t taking our update very well.

      “You lost a soul – one that was going to Hell, by the way. Do you have an idea how much paperwork this is going to entail?”

      “He rabbited,” Aidan said, shoving a stuffed mushroom from the plate he had relieved the maid of a few minutes ago into his mouth. We had been detained at the police department for four hours , but Aidan was acting like he hadn’t had a meal for four days. “We couldn’t stop him.”

      Dad gave Aidan a withering look. “Then, while you were out looking for the soul, you stumbled over another dead body and instead of immediately leaving you stayed long enough for the police to discover you there.”

      “We weren’t there that long,” I argued. “I think he would have seen us there regardless.”

      My father ignored my interruption. “So you went to the police station and submitted yourselves to hours of interrogation – without legal representation, which is just stupid – and not only are you still considered suspects but this cop … .”

      “Detective Griffin Taylor,” I offered. I can’t help it. I like the way his name sounds rolling off my tongue, a mixture of mystery and strength all rolled up in a handsome package. Too bad he’s a cop.

      “Detective Griffin Taylor,” my father said through gritted teeth. “He also confiscated your personal scepter, if I’m not mistaken.”

      I shrank down in my spot on the couch. This wasn’t good.

      “We told him that it was a recent acquisition but he didn’t believe us,” Aidan said around a mouthful of mushroom.

      For their part, Redmond, Cillian and Braden were all sitting on the couch opposite Aidan and me and keeping their mouths shut, which went completely against their nature. They couldn’t hide their occasional snickers – and humorous glances – as they listened to our tale, though.

      “This is not funny!” My father exploded when Cillian poked Redmond for emphasis at one point.

      “It’s kind of funny,” Redmond said, not even trying to hide his wide grin.

      “How is this funny?”

      “I really like the part where Aisling tripped over the dead body,” Braden said. “That’s so her.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “My favorite part was when she identified the cop because he was wearing New Balance tennis shoes,” Redmond offered. “I can just see this guy’s face when she told him that.”

      “You don’t even know what he looks like,” I scoffed.

      “He’s hot,” Aidan said, taking a break from his mushroom gluttony long enough to swig from a bottle of imported beer. “He’s all muscles and brown hair. He’s got these really intense eyes. I bet he looks good naked.”

      My other three brothers rolled their eyes. They had long ago become accustomed to Aidan’s boy-crazy nature – but that didn’t mean they liked to hear about it.

      “Is he gay?” Cillian asked.

      “No,” Aidan shook his head. “He was much more interested in Aisling, despite the fact that she was wearing zombie Converse. I think those tight jeans were a little bit of a distraction from the shoes.”

      “My jeans aren’t tight,” I shot back.

      “Honey, if you bend over in those things the wrong way you’re going to split a seam.”

      “Stop talking about that,” Dad ordered.

      “I agree,” Redmond chimed in. “I don’t want to picture that. Only a freak would want to picture that.”

      “I’m not a freak.”

      “You’re close enough,” Cillian said. “Pick another subject.”

      “Anyway, I don’t think that Detective Taylor is going to keep the scepter,” Aidan said. “Just send a lawyer down with the proper paperwork and he’ll hand it over.”

      It seemed simple to Aidan, but my father didn’t seem to agree. “The proper paperwork? Where do you suggest we get that?”

      Redmond is always the pragmatic one. “This can’t be the first time this has happened. We’ve got all those fake templates in the system. Print one out and I’ll go get it.”

      “That doesn’t fix our other problem,” my father pointed out.

      “And what problem would that be?” Cillian asked, snatching his hand away from the mushroom plate when Aidan smacked it in an effort to protect his bounty.

      “The part where Aidan and Aisling are murder suspects,” Dad reminded them. “That’s going to make doing their job a little difficult if they’re under constant surveillance.”

      “We’re not under surveillance,” I argued. “We’re just persons of interest.”

      “That’s better?”

      “Than being named as actual suspects? I should think so.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if you’re my children,” Dad grumbled.

      Redmond sighed and pushed himself off the couch. He hauled himself over to the desk my father was pouting behind and pushed his chair out of the way. “Stop freaking out,” he ordered. “We’ll have this fixed in no time.”

      Since my father showed no signs of relinquishing his chair, Redmond dropped to his knees and began navigating through the computer system. With only the sounds of Redmond’s fingers on the keyboard and Aidan’s mushroom chewing breaking up the dismal ambiance, the room got uncomfortable pretty quickly.

      “What’s for dinner?” I finally broke the silence.

      “Prime rib,” Braden rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Garlic mashed potatoes and corn, too.”

      I guess I could stay for prime rib, even though my fight-or-flight response was tilting in flight’s direction.

      “So what was the dead guy’s name?” Cillian asked.

      “Mitch Johnson.”

      “No, not that guy,” Cillian shook his head. “The guy you found in the alley.”

      “Oh, um, I think his name was Brian Harper.” I wasn’t sure why Cillian was asking, but he seemed lost in thought. “Why do you ask?”

      Cillian screwed up his face in a “well duh” expression. “Really? Don’t you think that we should have had prior knowledge of Brian Harper passing? You know, since we’re the designated reapers for the surrounding five counties.”

      Oh, wow, I hadn’t even thought of that. “He wasn’t on any of your lists today?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      “Is that possible? To not have a soul on the list?” I turned to my dad expectantly.

      “It’s not supposed to be,” he said. “I can’t remember the last time a mistake like that occurred. With computers now, it should never happen.”

      “Could another reaper be on our turf?” Cillian asked.

      Turf? Really? What is this, West Side Story?

      “Not without the council notifying us,” Dad replied.

      “Could someone be freelancing?”

      Freelancing is frowned upon – but not unheard of – in our line of work. There are a handful of well-known reapers who have disavowed affiliation with the council but who still take individual jobs for certain interested parties as long as there is some form of monetary remuneration. This usually happens when someone is coveted by two religious groups – with the winning freelancer getting payment on delivery. It’s a competitive field.

      It’s more likely for a freelancer to be engaged, though, when Hell has a bead on someone and thinks they might run. Timothy McVeigh, for example, had three freelancers hired to make sure he couldn’t escape and his soul capture turned ugly. The same with Osama bin Laden. Brian Harper, though? That didn’t sound like a typical freelancing assignment.

      “What do we know about this Brian Harper?” Braden asked.

      Aidan took a break from shoveling food into his face to pull his iPad from the coffee table. He was engrossed in his work for a few minutes, so the rest of us just watched and waited. I had no idea what he was doing, but he was the most technologically savvy member of our little clan so we let him do his thing.

      The room had gone so silent that everyone jumped when the printer on the desk came to life and started spitting out pages.

      “Sorry,” Redmond said. “I need to get this paperwork in order so I can get Aisling’s scepter back.”

      Everyone turned back to Aidan and waited. It was as though we were in a horror movie and the killer was about to make an appearance -- or something less obnoxious. I’m not great at making comparisons when hunger and stress collide.

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Uh-oh what?” The suspense was killing me. Okay, that’s an exaggeration. The suspense is starting to wear on me, though. I tend to drift toward the dramatic sometimes.

      “Brian Harper is on the list.”

      “Whose?” Dad asked, his face instantly reddening.

      “Redmond’s.”

      “He is not.” Redmond jumped to the middle of the room with his list in hand to prove that he hadn’t been shirking his duties before I could blink.

      “He’s not on your list today,” Aidan clarified.

      “I don’t understand,” Redmond faltered.

      “He’s on your list for next week.”

      “How is that possible … oh.” Realization bloomed in the corner of my mind usually reserved for serious books and cliffhanger Friday on General Hospital. “Someone killed him early to steal his soul.”

      “You’re smarter than you look,” Aidan said, patting my hand affectionately. His words were full of mirth but his eyes were full of dread. I was new at this, but even I knew this couldn’t be good.

      “So, who would do that?” Displaying ignorance in front of my father wasn’t my first choice, but someone had to ask the question.

      “We shouldn’t jump to any conclusions,” Redmond said, exchanging a wary glance with Dad.

      “What conclusions are we jumping to?”

      “Nothing,” my dad said, rising from his desk chair. “Nothing.”

      “What aren’t you guys telling me?”

      “I want to check something,” Dad said. “You all go into the dining room and start your dinner. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “But … .”

      Aidan grabbed my arm, shaking his head as he dragged me out of the room. “Just let him do his thing,” he whispered. “You’re going to make things worse if you press him right now.”

      I didn’t see how things could get much worse. I turned to Redmond for support but he was obviously on Aidan’s side. “He’s right, kid. Just let it go for now.”

      I still didn’t understand, but I did what I was told. They would tell me what was going on as soon as it was confirmed. I was almost sure of it.
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      Someone was performing construction at an ungodly hour. That’s what that pounding in my head had to be, because I hadn’t imbibed enough alcohol last night to blame it on a hangover. I’m Irish; it takes a fifth – or a keg – to make me regret a bender.

      After a few minutes, I realized that drifting back to dreamland was out of the question so I grudgingly climbed out of bed and made my way to the condo’s cozy kitchen. I smelled fresh muffins and coffee before I rounded the corner, which meant Jerry was already up.

      “I can’t believe you’re up at the crack of dawn,” I mumbled. “Do you have an appointment or something?”

      “It’s after ten.”

      I froze when I heard the voice. It didn’t belong to Jerry, but I did recognize it. “Detective Taylor?”

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes to find Jerry’s handsome face at the counter before I turned my attention to Griffin Taylor, who was sitting at our small kitchen table eating a muffin and drinking from a coffee mug.

      This had to be a dream.

      “Good morning, Bug. Did you sleep well?”

      I glanced down at my plaid, cotton boxer shorts and knit tank top – I don’t sleep in a bra so my nipples were just kind of sitting there for everyone to see – and I felt awkwardly naked in front of Detective Taylor. Jerry is gay; he doesn’t look at my girl parts. And, if he does, he doesn’t really care about them. Detective Taylor, though, couldn’t look away.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Detective Taylor dragged his gaze from my chest and focused on my face. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the glass cabinet doors and cringed. I need to remember to start putting my hair in a braid before I go to sleep to cut down on the bedhead. It was too late now.

      “I have a few more questions.”

      “You didn’t get your answers after four hours yesterday? There’s nothing new to add.”

      “Four hours of what?” Jerry looked intrigued.

      “Not what you’re thinking.”

      Detective Taylor smiled at our banter. “What is he thinking?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I was thinking you spent four hours doing the horizontal tango.”

      “Jerry!”

      Detective Taylor coughed around a mouthful of coffee. “The horizontal tango?”

      “You know, sex.” Jerry is blunt, which I usually love about him. Now, though? I’m wishing for a sinkhole to open up in our kitchen.

      “We didn’t have sex,” I hissed.

      “How am I supposed to know?” Jerry asked. “You didn’t come home until after I was already in bed. I have trouble believing you spent that much time with your family without blood being shed.”

      “We had some things to talk about,” I grumbled.

      “Like being taken in for questioning?” Detective Taylor asked.

      “Are you a police officer?” Jerry looked intrigued.

      “You just let him in without knowing he was a cop? He could have been a strangler or something.”

      Jerry shrugged. “He said he had to talk to you. I thought maybe he was looking for a morning quickie. He’s too hot to be a strangler.”

      Detective Taylor chuckled as he popped another bit of muffin into his mouth. “Obviously you two aren’t an item.”

      “She’s not my type,” Jerry said, sliding into the open chair next to our guest.

      “No kidding. I don’t have enough chest hair.”

      “Sarcasm isn’t becoming, Bug,” Jerry said, keeping his gaze on Detective Taylor’s face. “And you know I don’t like chest hair. He’s never going to sleep with you if you keep acting like this. Now sit down and have a muffin.”

      “I don’t want a muffin.” And I most certainly don’t want to have sex with Detective Taylor. What? I don’t.

      “Then have some coffee and make our guest feel welcome.”

      I was starting to rethink my lifelong friendship with Jerry. The coffee did smell good, though. And, as much as I wanted to retreat to my bedroom to change into something that didn’t make me look like a teenage girl at a sleepover, I refused to cede my own home turf. Crap. Now I’m using the word “turf.”

      I grudgingly sat down in the chair next to Jerry and poured a cup of coffee – wishing just for a second that I could throw it in my eyes to wake myself up faster – and reluctantly sipped from it. “So, Detective Taylor, what can I do for you?”

      “Why don’t you call me Griffin.”

      “That doesn’t seem very professional.”

      “Call him Griffin,” Jerry said. “It’s a nice name. Detective Taylor makes me think of Mayberry.”

      “Andy Taylor wasn’t a detective,” I countered.

      “Don’t be difficult.”

      I rolled my eyes, a move that wasn’t lost on Griffin. “Fine. Griffin, what can I do for you?”

      “I have a few more questions about the body you found yesterday.”

      “You found a body?” Jerry’s eyes were wide as he hung on Griffin’s every word.

      “Aidan and I found one in an alley,” I said. “Actually, I tripped over it.”

      “Of course,” Jerry laughed.

      “Griffin here thought that Aidan and I should spend the rest of the afternoon answering inane questions because we had the bad fortune of walking down an alley.”

      Griffin leaned back in his chair, studying me with unreadable cop eyes. “You don’t think that coming upon the two of you talking about fleeing from a murder scene is a good reason to take you in for questioning?”

      “You were going to leave the scene?” Jerry tsked. “That’s not very smart.”

      “No, it’s not,” Griffin agreed.

      I sipped from my coffee again before adding to the conversation. I didn’t get a chance, though.

      “I bet it was Aidan’s idea to leave – you were with Aidan, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many brothers do you have?” Griffin asked, as though he was making random conversation when I knew he was trying to catch me in a lie.

      “Four.”

      “Older? Younger?”

      “All older.”

      “Isn’t Aidan your twin?”

      I knew it. He was trying to trip me up. He had run a background check on me. “Yes,” I nodded. “He is still six minutes older than me, though. So, while he’s barely older, he is still older.”

      “He treats her like he’s five years older, though,” Jerry offered.

      “I think that’s a brother thing,” Griffin replied, gracing Jerry with a friendly smile. “I have two younger sisters and I feel the same way about both of them.”

      “Aidan is still better than Redmond,” Jerry explained. “Redmond acts like her father. It’s a little disconcerting.”

      “He doesn’t need an explanation of my family tree,” I snapped.

      Jerry looked momentarily taken aback. “You seem tense, Bug.”

      “Why do you call her Bug?” Griffin looked genuinely curious.

      “Oh, that’s a great story,” Jerry said.

      “No, it’s not.”

      Jerry ignored me. “When we were in kindergarten, my mom let me ride home on the bus to their house for the first time. I was really excited. You should see Grimlock Manor; it’s like a castle.”

      “Grimlock Manor?”

      “That’s where her family lives.”

      “They still all live there together? Everyone? Everyone except Aisling?”

      “Yes,” Jerry nodded. “It’s tragically codependent, but what can you do?”

      Griffin winked when he saw my perpetual scowl. “It’s interesting,” he said. “Continue your story, though.”

      “Oh, right.” Jerry was clearly warming to his topic. If this were his life story he was rehashing, he would be equally effusive. It’s just his nature. “Anyway, so we get off the bus and I’m all in awe of the house. It has actual turrets – I’m not exaggerating – and I had all these dreams of being a princess held prisoner in a turret and being rescued by a big, strong prince.”

      I couldn’t hide my smile. Griffin seemed entertained, too.

      “All of a sudden I hear her screaming. So, when I look over, she’s fighting with four other boys – some of them a lot bigger than us – and she’s pulling hair and kicking and swearing up a storm.”

      “You swore in kindergarten?” Griffin asked.

      “My dad taught me.”

      “He also taught her how to beat a DVD player with a golf club when it won’t work. That’s why she’s not allowed to fix any household items,” Jerry continued. “So, when we get over there we find that Redmond, Cillian, Braden and Aidan are all burning ants with a magnifying glass.”

      Griffin nodded knowingly. “I did the same thing when I was a kid.”

      Jerry frowned at Griffin’s admission, suddenly suspicious of our guest. “Anyway, Aisling started trying to round up the ants to save them and I thought she was a bug superhero, so I started calling her Bug.”

      “That’s a cute story.”

      “It’s a long story,” I corrected him.

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not cute.”

      This conversation was quickly veering into the uncomfortable. “So, what did you want to ask me?”

      “I wanted to know if you saw anyone in the alley before you and your brother discovered Mr. Harper.”

      “I told you we didn’t. There was no one there. It was just us.”

      “And you’re sure? You weren’t distracted by anything?”

      Only deep conversations about my father’s intentions and my constant feelings of inadequacy. “We were just talking.”

      “About what?”

      “Lunch.”

      “At Giuseppe’s?”

      “Right.”

      “Giuseppe’s? You went to Giuseppe’s without me?” Jerry whined.

      “We never made it.”

      “Karma,” Jerry shot back knowingly.

      “Whatever.”

      Griffin ignored our sparring. “We canvassed the area after the body was discovered,” he continued. “We found two witnesses.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “What?”

      “Well, your witnesses couldn’t have possibly implicated Aidan and me, so why are you here?”

      “Because what the witnesses described sounds like something out of a horror movie,” Griffin replied, his face grim.

      Uh-oh. “What did they describe?”

      “Honestly? They said they saw a tall man – like seven feet tall – in a black robe with a face like a demon.”

      “A demon?” Jerry looked amused. “Was this a rough part of town? Were these witnesses all drugged up?”

      “They’re not the best witnesses,” Griffin acknowledged. “They both described the same thing, though.”

      “So there are demons running around Detroit?” Jerry didn’t look convinced until his eyes met mine evenly before realization washed over him. “Oh.”

      “Oh, what?” Griffin asked.

      “Nothing,” Jerry said hurriedly, suddenly fascinated with his mug of coffee.

      Now Griffin was the one who didn’t look convinced. I couldn’t worry about that right now, though. I had to find Redmond. I knew what my brothers were trying to hide from me. It wasn’t a freelancer that took the soul early. It was a wraith.

      Now I was pissed – and a little scared.
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      Rushing a police officer out of your home when pretending to do the opposite isn’t easy.

      Thankfully, Jerry seemed to realize that I knew more than I was letting on and decided to be helpful.

      “Don’t forget you have to help me at the bakery today,” he said. Jerry participates in community theater and he gets off playing a part. His current role was supportive best friend, and he wasn’t above lying to a cop to get him out of our condo.

      “You own a bakery?” Griffin asked. He was still playing the comfortable breakfast angle.

      “Get Baked,” Jerry replied, his pride evident as his chest puffed out.

      “That’s a great place,” Griffin said.

      “You’ve been there?” I asked pointedly.

      Griffin looked momentarily abashed. “Well, no, but I’ve been to a few brunches where cupcakes from Get Baked were served.”

      “Brunches?” Jerry narrowed his eyes. “I thought you were straight.”

      “I am straight.” Griffin looked flummoxed. “You know, straight people have brunch, too.”

      “Not in my world. She doesn’t have brunch.” Jerry pointed at me for emphasis. Unfortunately, he was lying. I remembered a series of Sunday brunches I was forced to attend with Jerry’s posse. I didn’t tell Griffin, though.

      I couldn’t fight the smile that flirted with the corners of my mouth as Jerry sank into his performance. Griffin frowned when he saw my reaction.

      “I’m not gay.”

      “I know.” I held up my hands in mock surrender.

      “It’s good you’re not gay,” Jerry said.

      “Why?”

      “Because if you’re gay you can’t end this one’s dry spell.” Jerry gestured toward me haphazardly.

      My smile flipped into a scowl while Griffin’s frown turned upside down. “Dry spell?”

      “He’s being dramatic.”

      “Six months,” Jerry shook his head. “Six months isn’t just a dry spell, it’s a drought.”

      “Don’t you have to shower before work?”

      Jerry considered the question for a second and then winked when he got my inference. “Oh, right, you want a few minutes alone with our guest.” He got to his feet and dropped his coffee mug in the sink. “I’ll just leave you two alone.”

      He obviously didn’t get my inference.

      “Did you want some time alone with me?” Griffin asked after Jerry left the room. He seemed amused at the prospect.

      “Not really.”

      Griffin raised his eyebrows, clearly not believing my answer.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be? Murders to solve and all of that?”

      “I’m still waiting for you to comment on the possibility of a demon murdering Mr. Harper.”

      Great.

      “I think that the pot on the streets these days must be a lot stronger than the pot I smoked when I was in high school.” Wait? A cop can’t arrest you eight years after the fact, can he?

      “That’s all you have to say about it?” Griffin’s eyes were serious.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to say, ‘Oh, that’s crazy,’” he replied.

      “Oh, that’s crazy.”

      “Something tells me something else is going on here.”

      “Is that cop intuition?”

      “More like human observation.”

      “You must be a big hit at parties.”

      Griffin regarded me for a second and then slowly rose to his feet. “I should probably go.”

      He probably should. I can’t race out of the apartment and accuse my brother of being a big, fat liar if he is still here grilling me.

      “I’ll be in touch if I need to talk to you again,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      Is it wrong that I’m secretly yearning for another interrogation?

      

      TWO HOURS later I was in Troy watching a Hindu try to make peace with Shiva.

      “Seriously?”

      Redmond refused to meet my accusing glare. “What does it hurt?”

      “Aidan said that you guys don’t do this,” I said. “He says that you just go in, scepter blazing, and collect the soul and get out. He said that trying to talk to the souls is a waste of time and that I need to toughen up.”

      Redmond ignored my sarcasm. “Oh, by the way,” he reached into his pocket and handed me a familiar object. “I got this back for you this morning.”

      I grudgingly took the scepter from his hand and shoved it into my pocket. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Did they give you any crap?”

      “No,” he shook his head. “They were surprisingly easy to deal with.”

      “And they didn’t have any questions about the paperwork?”

      “Nope.”

      Redmond’s soul was busily making promises to Shiva – and he wasn’t in hearing distance – so I took the opportunity to grab the bull by the horns.

      “So, Detective Taylor stopped by my place this morning.”

      “Is that the guy who took you and Aidan in for questioning?”

      “Yup.”

      “Why was he at your condo?”

      “Because he wants to torture me.”

      Redmond regarded me skeptically. “Why did he really show up?”

      “Because he wanted me to confirm that the two witnesses he found really saw a seven-foot-tall guy who looked like a demon in a robe.”

      Redmond’s breath came out in a whoosh. I knew it!

      “You knew it was a wraith, didn’t you?”

      Redmond averted his eyes from my gaze. “No.”

      “Don’t lie.”

      “I had my suspicions,” Redmond replied. “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I lied to you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You did.”

      “I did not.”

      “You did, too.”

      “I did not.”

      “You did, too. Now what is he doing?”

      Redmond glanced back up at his charge and sighed. “Dedicating his life to Shiva in exchange for eternal worship.”

      “He’s already dead.”

      “He doesn’t believe it.”

      “They never do.”

      “I hate doing Hindu retrievals,” Redmond sighed. “They’re never violent, but they’re always so earnest.”

      “Is that why you agreed to let him say goodbye to the statue?”

      “Don’t be a pain.”

      “So, what do you think about this whole wraith thing?” I returned to the problem at hand.

      Okay, here’s the situation. We live in a world where the paranormal exist. Not vampires (sorry, sparkly Robert Pattinson fans). Not werewolves (sorry, randy Joe Manganiello fans). Not zombies (sorry, gritty Norman Reedus fans). Not mummies (sorry … hmm, there have never been any hot mummies in pop culture, have there?). But other things do exist. Reapers. Witches. Fairies. Wraiths.

      Wraiths are our current concern, though. They’re essentially fallen witches and warlocks. They can live for centuries if they absorb the souls of the recently deceased. As for the owners of those souls, once they’re gone they’re gone. No afterlife. No Heaven. No Hell. No Purgatory. Nothing. It goes against the very fiber of nature.

      Wraiths are a big deal – and they’re inherently evil. If we have a rogue one in the area, we have a fight on our hands.

      “I think we need more information.” Redmond’s face was drawn and serious.

      I love Redmond, but his insistence on following the rules and not flying off the handle is tedious.

      “Where are we going to get this information?”

      “I have an idea.”

      I searched his face for answers and, when I found them, my heart plummeted. “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      Crap. He wanted to go see Madame Maxine. I knew I should have picked a different brother to approach.

      “Wait here,” Redmond ordered. “I have to tear this guy away from the statue. I’ll be right back.”

      I can’t wait.
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      “I think this is a bad idea.”

      Redmond didn’t even waste a tired look in my direction. “Then wait out here.”

      We were on Woodward in Royal Oak, on the sidewalk in front of Tarot and Tea, a magic shop. This was Madame Maxine’s shop – and I have never had a positive experience here.

      “I’m not waiting out here,” I argued. “People might think I’m a prostitute or something.”

      Redmond glanced down at my Converse and shook his head. “Not in those shoes.”

      He had a point.

      “Well, I don’t want to rely on you to tell me what she knows.”

      It was a low blow, but I figured he deserved it.

      Redmond rolled his eyes. “Are you ever going to let this go?”

      “It’s been three hours.”

      “That’s like an eternity when a woman is hounding you,” Redmond replied. “This is why I’m not married.”

      Whatever.

      I squared my shoulders and followed Redmond into the store, letting him take the lead. It wasn’t that I saw him as a leader; it was more that I found it easier to hide behind his impressive shoulders. I’m a coward where Madame Maxine is concerned. I admit it.

      Tarot and Tea is one of those kitschy shops that appeals to faux wiccans and pagans. The shelves are covered with spell books and voodoo curses, while the racks are encumbered with incense bags and small glass balls. It’s basically a haven for confused teenage girls and desperate guys who think being a warlock gives them an edge.

      What most people don’t know, though, is that Tarot and Tea has a hidden agenda: The owner, Madame Maxine, really does have the gift. What gift? The sight. Sometimes, she can see the future.

      Madame Maxine is a self-taught witch and part-time clairvoyant. She’s a fifty-five-year-old ball of energy and master of the snarky comment. Under normal circumstances, I would love her. Since she keeps telling me I’m wasting my life, though, I have a big chip on my shoulder where she is concerned.

      Jerry had forced me into the shop during the Woodward Dream Cruise when we were teenagers. One tarot card reading later, Madame Maxine informed me that I was going to make one hundred wrong decisions before I finally made a right one. I wasn’t keeping count, but I really couldn’t argue with her insight -- not that I would ever tell her that.

      I had stayed out of the store for five years after that initial reading. Then, when I was twenty-one, Jerry had talked me into another drunken visit after the Ferndale Gay Pride Festival. Madame Maxine had informed me I still had a lot of wrong turns in my future, but that the right ones would eventually come. Rather than acknowledging she might be right, I called her a fraud and fled. I hadn’t been back since.

      I wasn’t looking forward to this visit.

      I purposely matched my movements to Redmond’s so I could remain hidden from prying eyes at the back of the store. Unfortunately, Madame Maxine was at her small tarot table – with a clear view of the door -- when we entered.

      Crap.

      “Well, look who has come back for another reading.”

      Redmond glanced down at me curiously but he didn’t comment. “Maxine,” he said, moving over to the table with his arms stretched wide. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You, too, handsome.” She sent him a saucy wink as she got to her feet and hugged him. “It’s been too long.”

      “I’m not in this area often enough,” Redmond admitted. “I come in whenever I can, though.”

      “Every six months is whenever you can?” Madame Maxine didn’t look convinced.

      Redmond’s neck flushed with embarrassment. “I’ll do better.”

      “I surely hope so,” Madame Maxine pressed her lips to his cheek affectionately. “And who is this small girl hiding behind you?”

      Redmond stepped to the side to give Madame Maxine a clear view. “This is my sister, Aisling.”

      “I remember her.”

      “You’ve met?” Redmond didn’t exactly look surprised as much as he looked conflicted.

      “A few times,” Madame Maxine acknowledged at the exact same time I said “no.”

      Amusement flitted across Redmond’s face. “How do you two know each other?”

      “I’ve given her a reading or two,” Madame Maxine replied. “I don’t think she liked my insight.”

      I was suddenly fascinated by the Wild Berry incense display so I pretended that I didn’t hear the conversation. Since Redmond and I were the only customers in the store, though, it was difficult. I could feel Redmond’s eyes boring a hole in my back as I fingered the incense sticks, occasionally lifting one to my nose to test the scent. Maybe I should have stayed outside. Getting mistaken for a prostitute couldn’t be as uncomfortable as this, could it?

      “And what did those readings say?” Redmond was intrigued.

      I screwed up my face in disgust as I readied myself for Madame Maxine’s pronouncement.

      “You know that I keep all my readings confidential,” she said. “Don’t try to be cute.”

      I let out a long, shaky breath and finally found the courage to meet Madame Maxine’s blue eyes. I expected to find mirth and consternation, but all I discovered was warmth and sympathy.

      Hmm. Maybe Madame Maxine wasn’t as bad as I thought.

      “Are you still making bad decisions, girl?”

      Or maybe she was evil incarnate.

      “We’re not here about me,” I replied.

      “I figured.”

      “How?”

      “You both have dark auras,” Madame Maxine said, sinking back down in her chair. “That means you have serious issues on your mind. You’re worried.”

      Redmond maneuvered himself to the open seat across from Madame Maxine, settling his large frame in the small chair with more grace than I would have thought possible. “We have a problem.”

      “Define problem.”

      “There’s a wraith in the area.”

      Since Madame Maxine was aware of the supernatural population, I expected some sort of reaction. Fear. Panic. Mild interest. None of those emotions moved across her face, though.

      Instead, Madame Maxine reached up and pulled the wooden pick out of her gray hair, letting it fall to her shoulders in a mass of silky waves. For an older woman, she really was breathtaking. That bohemian chic thing she had going for her was pretty impressive, and I’m not just saying that because her ankle-length purple skirt had me considering trading in my Converse for comfortable pumps – or at least sensible flats.

      Redmond was the first to break the silence. “This isn’t a surprise to you?”

      “No,” Madame Maxine admitted. “It’s not.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” I asked, my mind tangling with a series of insults.

      “Who should I tell?”

      “The Authority?” I suggested.

      Yes, we have a paranormal council. The members don’t have a lot of power, but they do have a wide range of information dissemination avenues. They could have at least made everyone aware of what was going on.

      “I’m not part of that group,” Madame Maxine reminded us. “I’m a solitary practitioner.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re not responsible for what happens in this town,” I said.

      “How am I responsible?”

      “If you know a wraith is here – a wraith that’s killing people and sucking souls, mind you – you should report it to someone.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s wrong.”

      “It’s wrong to you,” Madame Maxine said, choosing her words carefully. “You’re a reaper, I get that. You have a job to do and a mantra to embrace. That doesn’t mean everyone believes in that mantra. People believe differently, young lady.”

      “So you think it’s okay for a parasite to live off the eternal life of others?”

      

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Aisling,” Redmond warned. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t do what you’re doing?”

      “You can’t think she’s right?” I was incredulous. Redmond is notorious for not rocking the boat, but he’s not exactly known for just sitting there and watching it sink.

      “I didn’t say that,” Redmond replied, his voice low and his purple eyes serious. “Why don’t you let me do the talking?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest obstinately. I hate it when he treats me like a child.

      “Let the girl talk,” Madame Maxine interjected. “She has an opinion and it’s her right to express it.”

      Redmond seemed surprised by Madame Maxine’s chiding. “I thought … .”

      “Just be quiet, boy,” Madame Maxine instructed. “This is between me and her.”

      Redmond opened his mouth to argue and then wisely snapped it shut. He sent me a sympathetic look before focusing on Madame Maxine and avoiding my heated glare.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I pressed.

      “I forgot what the question was.”

      “Are you okay with an abomination sucking the afterlife from people and then tossing them away like garbage?”

      Redmond cleared his throat in warning but I ignored him. Madame Maxine didn’t even seem to realize he was in the room.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell someone that there was a wraith in the area?”

      “Wraiths,” Madame Maxine corrected me.

      “Wraiths? Plural?”

      “There are at least three,” Madame Maxine acknowledged. “I would guess there are more, though.”

      I wanted to explode. I wanted to shake Madame Maxine until she admitted she was wrong – about more than just keeping quiet on this topic. Instead, I opted for a different tactic.

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s just a feeling,” Madame Maxine answered. “There’s a dark energy descending on us.”

      “And that’s something you just feel?”

      “I can’t explain it,” Madame Maxine admitted. “It’s just something I know.”

      “Why would they be here?”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s Detroit.” I’m not being derogatory. I love the city. Pretending it doesn’t have issues would be a waste of time, though.

      “So?”

      “So, it’s not exactly a bustling community anymore.”

      “That’s why the wraiths are here.”

      I wasn’t following. Redmond was a different story.

      “Because of the abandoned houses?” His hands were steepled in front of his face as he considered the possibilities.

      Madame Maxine nodded.

      I still don’t get it.

      Redmond turned to me, his face voice racing with energy. “Think about it, Aisling. All those abandoned houses are perfect places for wraiths to hide. The streets are full of junkies and prostitutes – throw-away people. The whole area is rife for a takeover.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. “But how have we not noticed?”

      Redmond’s jaw tightened. “Because we weren’t looking.”

      “Isn’t that our job?”

      “Sure,” Redmond agreed. “If you don’t see the signs, though, you don’t know what you’re looking for. They’re easy to miss.”

      I turned back to Madame Maxine. “What do they want?”

      “I’m not sure they’re on their own,” she said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I can’t be sure,” she said. “I have this feeling in the pit of my stomach, though.”

      “And what does that feeling tell you?”

      “That something bigger is here and it’s drawing them together for a purpose.”

      Well, that couldn’t be good.

      “What do they want?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

      “A reckoning.”
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      “What do you think?”

      We had left Tarot and Tea and were now sitting in Redmond’s car in the store’s small parking lot.

      “I think that this could be serious,” Redmond replied after a beat.

      “I’ll get the ark, you get the animals.”

      Redmond wrinkled his nose and reached over and pinched me. “Don’t be smart.”

      “Do you think Dad already knows?”

      Redmond rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I think he has an idea.”

      “That there are multiple wraiths in the area? You think he knows and he’s not telling us? That doesn’t sound safe.”

      “I don’t think that he knows there are multiple wraiths,” Redmond clarified. “I think he knew last night that a wraith was responsible for the body you found but he wanted to be sure before he said anything.”

      “You knew that, too.” I crossed my arms over my chest and fixed him with a petulant stare.

      “I had a suspicion; I didn’t know.”

      “Semantics,” I grumbled.

      “Let’s not get all female here,” Redmond said. “We need to think strategically and not go off on a mission before we even know what that mission is.”

      “Get all female? That’s a little insulting.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Redmond said. “You’ve always been a little dramatic – and this would is a prime example.”

      “I am not dramatic,” I sniffed.

      “Yeah, you’re really easygoing.”

      “I don’t appreciate the sarcasm.”

      “Then don’t dish it out.”

      Since this debate was going nowhere, I decided to end it with a little bit of class. I stuck my tongue out and blessed Redmond with a loud raspberry. Despite the seriousness of the situation, Redmond couldn’t help but laugh.

      “And you wonder why you’re single.”

      We lapsed into silence for a few minutes, the only noise the steady drum of Redmond’s fingers on the steering wheel. I don’t have a lot of patience on a good day, so on a bad day I’m practically apoplectic.

      Finally, Redmond put his key in the ignition and turned the car engine over. “Call Braden.”

      “And tell him what?”

      “Tell him to get the information he gathered on that guy … what was his name?”

      “Brian Harper.”

      “Yeah, Brian Harper. Tell him to get the information and meet us at his place.”

      I was surprised, but at least it was forward momentum. “Where is his place?”

      “Right upstairs from where you found him.”

      “We’re going back to the alley?” That didn’t sound like fun.

      Redmond shook his head, his attention focused on pulling into the heavy traffic clogging Woodward. “No. We’re going to the apartment above the alley.”

      That was better?

      Almost forty-five minutes later, Braden, Redmond and I were standing in the apartment complex’s parking lot and flipping through Brian Harper’s file looking for clues.

      “This guy was slime.”

      Braden tugged on a strand of my hair absentmindedly and nodded his head in agreement. “I can see why he was going to Hell.”

      “Yeah, this scam where he put contractor liens on people’s homes after doing substandard work so he could take ownership of them and sell them at a profit is pretty disgusting,” Redmond agreed.

      “I’m more offended with the racism when selling the houses,” I said. “Only whites need apply.”

      “That’s low,” Braden said. “That’s not as bad as the adoption scam he was running, though.”

      “I didn’t see anything about an adoption scam.”

      Braden ran his finger down the page – which was in Redmond’s hand – stopping when he got to the line he was looking for. “It says he was taking $50,000 from each interested family but he only had one kid for every three families – even though he was taking money from every family.”

      “Where was he getting these kids?”

      “That’s a pretty good question. It doesn’t say.”

      “With as many fingers in as many pies as this guy had, his operation had to be bigger than just him,” Redmond said.

      “Our files don’t go that deep, though,” Braden mused. “We only get the highlights for our specific charge. We don’t get a list of his associates, even though that would be really helpful right now. That’s just not how it works.”

      “I’m lost.”

      Redmond tousled my hair. “We know.”

      I jerked my head away and smoothed down the mess. “I mean that I don’t understand what Brian Harper being an ass has to do with anything. Maybe it was just a crime of opportunity.”

      “I think that would be too much of a coincidence,” Redmond said, shrugging his broad shoulders until we heard an audible crack. “I think there’s something here – something specific about Brian Harper – that we need to know.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “It’s just a feeling,” Redmond admitted. “I think there’s more going on here.”

      “Well, with multiple wraiths in the area, I think that’s a gimme,” I said. “I still don’t understand how Brian Harper’s illegal activities during his life figure into the scary happenings surrounding his death.”

      Braden’s face broke out into a wide grin. “You have a way with words.”

      “I’m an intellectual.”

      Braden pointed down at my DC Skate Shoes. “Yeah, because most intellectuals wear shoes that could be found in a teenage boy’s closet.”

      I screwed up my face in a pointed scowl. “Don’t hate the shoes. They don’t like it.”

      “You know,” Redmond said, finishing with the file and flipping it shut. “When you pretend your shoes have feelings it makes me uncomfortable.”

      “It makes Dad crazy,” Braden added.

      “They do have feelings,” I countered. “They’re just like people. They like to be put on display, taken out to a nice dinner and they don’t like to go out in the rain.”

      “Good to know.”

      Redmond turned to Braden. “So, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That we need to get into that apartment and find out what other shady dealings Brian Harper was up to?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Wait. What? “You’re going to break into his apartment?”

      “Keep your voice down,” Braden ordered, shoving his hand over my mouth instinctively. “There might be a few homeless people on the corner who didn’t hear you announce the fact that we’re about to break the law.”

      I clawed Braden’s hand away from my mouth. “You can’t just break into his apartment.”

      “Why?” Redmond was nonplussed.

      “Because it’s illegal.”

      “Technically we’re breaking into someone’s house or apartment when we go to collect a soul,” Braden pointed out. “So that is illegal, too. I don’t hear you screeching like a banshee about that.”

      I hate it when he has a point.

      “What if the cops have it sealed off?”

      Braden and Redmond exchanged a look. They obviously hadn’t thought of that. Point for me.

      “I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” Braden said. “It’s unit 405, so let’s get it over with.”

      “I don’t want to break in.”

      “You’re not going to,” Redmond said.

      I wasn’t? Wait, why not? “Why is that? Because I’m a girl?” I narrowed my eyes in warning, just in case they didn’t think I was serious.

      “Yes,” Braden nodded.

      Redmond punched his shoulder. “No. It’s because we need someone to act as a lookout and you’re going to be less suspicious hanging around in front of the apartment complex than we are.”

      Nice story. “I think it’s because you don’t think I can do it.”

      Braden sighed. “Are you going to turn this into a thing?’

      “What? The fact that you guys don’t think I can do certain things because I’m a girl?” My hands were on my hips and my voice was stern. Sometimes I get it when they call me dramatic. It works for me, though, so I’m sticking with it.

      “Why does everything come down to this women’s lib crap with you?” Braden asked.

      “Women’s lib? Get out of the sixties, Braden.”

      “Well, what would you call it?”

      “Reverse sexism.”

      “Is that like reverse racism?’

      “Are you trying to confuse me?”

      “No, I think you’re doing that to yourself,” Redmond said, opening his car door and dropping the file on the front seat. “Can’t you just act as lookout and yell at us about how sexist we are later? Like over dinner when we have enough drinks that your voice doesn’t sound like nails on a chalkboard.”

      “Fine.”

      “Good.”

      Redmond and Braden rolled their eyes, sending a silent message to each other that twenty-five years had taught me how to interpret: She’s crazy.

      “So, what do I do if I see a cop entering the building? Caw like a crow?”

      Redmond snickered. “Or you could just text us so we can get out of the apartment.”

      That was a better idea.

      I followed Redmond and Braden to the main entrance of the building. It was an older hotel that had been converted to apartments by Detroit’s Downtown Development Authority about ten years earlier as part of the city’s ongoing revitalization project. I’m not going to lie; the project isn’t going well. There’s too much blight to keep up with. Still, the cement steps leading up to the building and the big lion sculptures on either side of the front door were kind of cool. If you had to live downtown, this wasn’t a bad place to live.

      “How long do you think you guys will be up there?”

      Redmond shrugged. “I have no idea. Just hang out down here and watch the front door. We’ll be done when we’re done.”

      Once Redmond and Braden disappeared inside of the building, I busied myself by pacing the length of the front sidewalk. When I got to the end of the block, I turned around and paced back. Since boredom was creeping in, I started playing the sidewalk crack game – trying to make the trek without stepping on a crack. That entertained me for about five minutes. Then I moved to the bottom step of the stairs and did some calf-lengthening exercises. If I was stuck here, I might as well get part of my workout in.

      I was so caught up in what I was doing, I didn’t notice the figure move in behind me until the distinctive sound of a man clearing his throat broke my reverie.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I froze when I heard the voice. Crap. Caw. Caw.
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      “Detective Taylor.”

      “I told you to call me Griffin.”

      “Griffin. What are you doing here?” My voice was unnaturally shrill, but I was having trouble reining in the panic.

      “I was just about to ask you the same question.”

      Of course he was.

      Griffin’s face was hard to read. Amusement was flitting through his dark eyes – even if it wasn’t fully expressed, but a frown was playing with the corner of his mouth, which I didn’t take as a good sign.

      “What question?” I was going for cute, wrapping a strand of my black and white hair around my index finger and flashing him a flirtatious smile. I was so nervous I was afraid the smile looked more deranged than sexy.

      “What are you doing here?” Griffin wasn’t taking the bait.

      “Just hanging out.”

      “Here?”

      “Yeah, it’s a cool building. I like architecture.”

      “You’re just hanging out in front of a random building in downtown Detroit?”

      “Yup.” My hands found my pocket and fingered my cell phone desperately.

      “The building where a murder victim – one you discovered – lived?”

      “Huh? Did he live here? That’s a coincidence. Creepy.”

      Griffin pushed his lips out, clearly not sure where he was going to take the conversation next. Unfortunately, he went someplace I wasn’t expecting. “Weren’t you working at your roommate’s bakery today?”

      Crap. This is why you shouldn’t lie – or at least remember what lies you’ve told so you don’t accidentally step all over them. “I helped him for an hour, you know, frosting emergency, and then I was done.”

      “Because you had to come here?”

      “No, because I had to meet my brother on an assignment.” What? That’s not a lie. It’s an omission. I did meet Redmond on an assignment.

      “Where is your brother now?”

      Uh-oh. “I lost track.”

      “And this would be the same brother you were with yesterday?”

      “No, a different one.”

      “Which one?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Why don’t you want to tell me?”

      What is it with men trying to confuse me today? I took a deep breath to calm myself. I needed to alert Braden and Redmond that Griffin was here, but if I pulled out my phone and started texting he would be suspicious -- even more suspicious than he already was, if that was possible.

      “I was with my oldest brother.”

      “Doing what?”

      “We had a job to do. An estate sale.”

      “Find anything good?”

      “No, it was really just a glorified garage sale.”

      “And that’s bad?”

      Griffin’s rapid-fire questions were starting to grate. He was trying to catch me off guard – I was well aware – but I couldn’t dissuade him without tipping him off. He already knew something was up. He didn’t know what, though. I’m a master at throwing off suspicion. Just ask my father.

      “We’re only interested in high-end antiques,” I explained. “You usually don’t find anything like that at a garage sale, although it’s not unheard of.”

      “I see.”

      Something told me he didn’t.

      “You still haven’t told me why you’re here.” The sun glinted off Griffin’s brown hair, giving it an ethereal quality that wasn’t lost on my libido. Unfortunately.

      “I was just looking at the building.”

      “So, you’re saying that you hang out in front of random buildings in the middle of the week in downtown Detroit for fun?”

      “Yup.”

      “Because you like looking at architecture?”

      “Yup.”

      Griffin cocked his head to one side. “Do you want to know what I think?”

      Not really. “So, they let you dress really casual when you’re a detective, huh?”

      I don’t think Griffin was expecting that response. “Excuse me?”

      “Well, I mean jeans, a leather jacket – it’s spring, aren’t you hot in that? – and then there’s the whole New Balance thing.”

      Griffin glanced down at his feet. “I’m wearing Nikes today.”

      “That’s a step up,” I acknowledged. “With those jeans, though, you really should try boots.”

      “Like cowboy boots?”

      I looked him up and down again, shaking my head. “You can’t pull off cowboy boots. Just some nice black boots – brown if they’re not tacky – and it would totally change your vibe.”

      Griffin broke into a wide smile – the first I had seen grace his handsome face. He was striking, and I felt my heartbeat increase. Crap. I cannot be crushing on the cop investigating me for murder. That’s not allowed.

      “You don’t think like most people, do you?”

      “I have no idea what that means,” I sniffed.

      “Maybe I’ll explain it to you one day,” Griffin said, his smile turning from jovial to flirtatious.

      “Not today?”

      “No, today I’m going to just say goodbye and wish you well.”

      “Really?”

      “No,” Griffin shook his head. “Today I’m going to go up to Brian Harper’s apartment and arrest whichever one of your brothers is up there snooping around.”

      Crap. “None of my brothers are in that building.”

      “Hey, Aisling, we’re hungry.”

      I froze when I heard Braden’s voice. Griffin, who was still standing a step down from me, peered around my shoulder until his gaze fell on Braden. When he turned back to me, his eyes were shiny and intense.

      “You want to change that statement?”

      Ugh. “I have no idea who that is.”

      “Really?” Griffin’s tone was dry and sarcastic. “That guy isn’t related to you? That guy with the same black hair and kind of purplish eyes isn’t related to you?”

      Hmmm. There was no way he could see Braden’s eyes from where he was standing. He was guessing. It was a good guess, but it was still a guess. What to do? What to do?

      Braden was descending the steps, his arms swinging lazily but his gaze worried. “Is that guy bothering you? Dude, get away from my sister or I’ll beat you to within an inch of your life.”

      Griffin met Braden’s challenging glare evenly. “That would be an impressive feat.”

      “There are some hookers around the corner, I saw them when I pulled up,” Braden continued. “My sister isn’t on the menu so find somewhere else to eat.”

      “That is gross.”

      Braden ignored me. Once he was on even footing with Griffin, their broad shoulders equal to each other, his expression shifted from annoyance to curiosity. “Why are you still here?”

      Griffin reached into his pocket, pulled out his badge, flashed it in Braden’s face, and then waited for my brother to put his foot into his mouth. Again.

      I risked a glance at Braden out of the corner of my eye. The badge had obviously shaken him, but he wasn’t going to let Griffin know that. “You’re a cop?”

      “This is Detective Taylor,” I said quickly. “Griffin Taylor.”

      “The guy who rousted you and Aidan yesterday?”

      Rousted? “He questioned us.”

      “And now he’s harassing you on the street?”

      Of all my brothers, Braden is the one who inherited my father’s hair-trigger temper. And hypochondria, but that’s a whole other story. Okay, if I’m telling the truth, we all inherited my father’s hair-trigger temper. It’s a curse.

      “We were just talking,” I said, putting my hand on Braden’s forearm to still him. I had no idea whether he would actually throw down with a cop, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Griffin was watching us carefully. “And which one of your brothers is this? You said you were with your oldest brother, so that would make you Redmond, right?”

      “Have you been studying our family tree or something?” That was kind of creepy.

      “I ran you and your brother through the system yesterday,” Griffin replied, his tone clipped. “Your family tree is part of public record.”

      It’s still creepy.

      “Well,” Braden said, grabbing my wrist and tugging me in the direction of the parking lot. “We should be going. We’re going to be late for dinner.”

      Griffin held up his hand to stop us. “Wait a second.”

      “We’re going to be late,” Braden repeated.

      “I’m sure you have a minute to answer a few questions.”

      “Not really.”

      “Why don’t you at least try.”

      “No thanks.”

      This wasn’t going well.

      “What were you doing here?” Griffin asked again.

      “What were we doing where?” Braden lies as poorly as I do.

      “Here. At Brian Harper’s apartment complex.” Griffin’s tone was cold.

      “Who is Brian Harper?”

      “He’s the man your sister and brother discovered stabbed to death in an alley yesterday.”

      “Oh, I forgot about that,” Braden replied. “It must just be a coincidence.”

      “Then what were you doing here?” Griffin pressed.

      I sent Braden a silent message. Reapers aren’t telepathic, but I always fantasized about being able to talk to my brothers without words, especially when I was pouting in my bedroom as a teenager.

      “I heard there was an apartment open in this building and I wanted to see if it was something I was interested in.”

      Yeah, that wasn’t the message I had been sending.

      “Don’t you live in a castle?”

      “A castle?” Braden furrowed his brow.

      “With turrets.”

      “You’ve been talking to Jerry,” Braden said. “He’s the one obsessed with turrets.”

      “Detective Taylor dropped by the condo this morning and Jerry regaled him with stories of our youth,” I explained.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “Because he’s Jerry.”

      “It’s a good thing he can bake,” Braden agreed, his face taut.

      “So, you’re thinking of leaving the castle?” Griffin asked.

      “I’m twenty-seven,” Braden explained. “I think it’s about time I move out on my own. I’m really looking forward to it.”

      I snorted.

      “What?”

      “You can’t even do your own laundry.”

      “So that wasn’t your bag of laundry I saw in the back of your car yesterday? I know Laverne still does your laundry.”

      Dammit. He’s not wrong. Laverne, the head maid at Grimlock Manor, presses my jeans, though, and they always have such a nice crease. I’m not lazy. Okay, I’m a little lazy.

      Griffin had just about had it. “Do you two want to tell me what you’re really doing here?”

      “We already told you.”

      “So, your story is he’s looking for an apartment and you like architecture?”

      “What? That’s a thing.”

      Braden’s eyes rolled so high I thought they were going to get lost in his hairline.

      “What are you two still doing here? I told you to have her ride with you and I would meet you back at the house? We’re risking the cops showing up.”

      Oh, good, here comes Redmond.

      Braden and I stiffly split apart so Redmond, who was jogging down the steps, could see we weren’t alone. He slowed his pace when he caught sight of Griffin.

      “Who is this?”

      “Detective Taylor.”

      “Oh, good. The day wouldn’t be complete without a visit from the cops.”

      Griffin’s eerie smile was going to haunt my dreams tonight.
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      “So he let you all go?”

      Jerry was standing in the middle of our living room trying to pick out a shirt – shiny purple vs. shiny blue -- for the bar this evening. I wasn’t really a fan of either. When I told him I wasn’t interested in going out, and then explained why, he was flabbergasted. I didn’t blame him.

      “He didn’t have much of a choice,” I said. “He couldn’t prove we had been in the apartment; my brothers are good at being covert. There was no sign of forced entry, and Braden and Redmond stuck to their stories.”

      “And you stuck to being an architecture buff?”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      Jerry laughed. “I don’t think he believed you. He doesn’t seem especially stupid.”

      “Of course he didn’t believe us. Who would? That doesn’t mean he’s some sort of rocket scientist.”

      Jerry narrowed his eyes. “So, now he knows you guys are up to something. Do you think he believes you killed that guy?”

      That was a good question. “I don’t know. I think, if he thought I was a murderer, he would be a little less flirty.”

      “He’s flirting with you? That’s promising.”

      “Kind of. Sometimes. I’m not sure.”

      Jerry smirked. “He likes you.”

      He does not. “How do you know?”

      “I can tell.”

      “You always say that. You’re not psychic, no matter what you think.”

      “Let’s not get snippy, Bug,” Jerry chided me. “No one likes a snippy bitch.”

      “You do.”

      “I’m a unique man.”

      “So you’ve told me.”

      Jerry moved over and took a seat next to me on the couch, making sure not to wrinkle one of his satiny sartorial options, and patted me on the knee. “I know things have been rough for you the past few months.”

      “Do you mean losing my job? Or do you mean my roommate giving me an ultimatum so that I had to join the family business? Or, could you possibly be referring to the dead body I tripped over yesterday?”

      Jerry’s mask of concern didn’t falter. “I’m talking about your ‘poor me’ attitude.”

      “I don’t have a ‘poor me’ attitude,” I griped.

      “You could have fooled me.”

      I cracked my neck to tamp down my irritation. “Don’t you have a bar date to gussy yourself up for?”

      “It’s not a date,” Jerry corrected. “It’s just a handful of us meeting at the new drag bar on Trumbull.”

      “You’re going to a drag bar?” That seemed counterproductive.

      “Yes. Why do you have that tone?”

      “Well, you’re gay,” I started.

      “Thanks for the news update.”

      I ignored him. “Which means you don’t like women.”

      “Huh, I would have never figured that out on my own.”

      “So why would you go to a bar where men are dressing up like women to pick up a guy?” I was genuinely curious.

      “Drag is not about picking up men,” Jerry explained. “It’s about exploring a lifestyle – complete with fruity drinks with little umbrellas in them and music that makes me want to shake my ass.”

      “Didn’t you do that in college?”

      Jerry squeezed my knee a little harder than necessary. “Get dressed, Bug.”

      “I am dressed.”

      Jerry’s gaze wandered from my plain tee to my frayed jeans and shook his head emphatically. “You are not going out in that.”

      “I was out in this all day.”

      “You are not going out with me in that,” Jerry clarified.

      “That’s good, because I’m not going out.”

      “Yes you are,” Jerry said, getting to his feet and wandering toward his bedroom.

      “No, I’m not,” I grumbled under my breath once he disappeared from view.

      Jerry stuck his head back out of his open bedroom door. “Yes you are.”

      

      “THIS WAS a terrible idea.”

      My outfit might have changed, but my attitude hadn’t. After twenty minutes of waiting in line with six-foot-tall hairless men – some of them trying to drape feather boas around my neck – my attitude was probably worse.

      Jerry kept a firm grip on my arm – I think he was afraid I was going to bolt – and led me toward a group of men sitting at a rectangular table near the far wall of Mount Vesuvius. No, I’m not making up the name.

      “I don’t know anyone here,” I hissed.

      “You know Aidan.”

      “Aidan isn’t here.”

      “Sure he is,” Jerry said. “He’s the one dressed up in the paisley shirt.”

      I narrowed my eyes and followed Jerry’s finger to the end of the point and frowned. “That shirt is offensive.”

      “Paisley is in again. Read a magazine, Bug.”

      I let Jerry lead me to the table, sliding into the open seat next to Aidan and fixing him with a hard glare. “I can’t believe you’re here. That sound you hear is Dad’s head imploding.”

      Aidan ran a hand through his hair, smiling down at my purple peasant blouse and skin-tight black pants. “I take it Jerry dressed you. I didn’t even know you owned a shirt that girly.”

      “I wish I could say the same thing about you.”

      Aidan shifted his head back and forth in a mocking manner. “Who peed in your cornflakes?”

      “Detective Griffin Taylor,” Jerry said, signaling a waiter for two drinks. I had no idea what he ordered, but I was crabby enough that any alcohol would do at this point.

      Aidan’s face clouded over. “What does he want?”

      “He stopped by this morning,” Jerry said. “He’s really cute.”

      “That’s what I thought at first, too,” Aidan said. “Then he grilled me for four hours and that dirty, sexy thing he has going on started to fade pretty quickly. Why did he stop by?”

      “To ask Aisling a few more questions about the body you two discovered.”

      A few heads at the table turned in our direction at the mention of the word “body.” Great. We were drawing attention to ourselves – and not good attention.

      “Why didn’t he want to ask me more questions?” Aidan asked. “I was there, too.”

      “She has better legs,” Jerry replied.

      “He couldn’t even see her legs,” Aidan said.

      “I don’t think you have the right parts,” Jerry tried again.

      “We’re twins, we have the same … oh, I get it. He’s warm for her form.” Aidan pinched my side in a teasing manner.

      “The 1980s called: They want their saying back.”

      Aidan smacked me on the back of the head lightly. “Cheer up. Detective McHottie likes you. Maybe he can end your dry spell.”

      I glared at Jerry, but he was suddenly focusing on something on the other side of the room. “Speaking of the 1980s … .”

      “What?” I craned my neck, hoping to get a glimpse of someone dressed up as David Bowie. What I found, though, made my dark mood go completely black. “What is she doing here?”

      My tone tipped Aidan into curiosity, so he followed our gazes. His reaction was much more demur. “That bitch. I can’t believe someone hasn’t run her over with a car yet.”

      The guy on the other side of Aidan was intrigued by our hate. “Who is that?”

      “Angelina Davenport,” Aidan replied through gritted teeth.

      “She’s pretty, although, her hair is a little big.”

      “She’s the devil,” I replied.

      “You’re just saying that because she kept trying to sleep with your boyfriends in high school,” Jerry said.

      “Tried? She slept with three of them.”

      “Three?” Aidan looked interested. “I thought she only slept with Mark and Mike.”

      “She slept with Keith, too,” Jerry said.

      “Oh, I forgot about Keith,” Aidan mused. “I always liked Keith. He was like a big teddy bear.”

      “That’s because he was a closeted homosexual,” I replied.

      “That was probably it,” Aidan agreed.

      “She sounds like a real slut,” the guy said. “I wonder what she’s doing here.”

      “Well, she probably used her powers of evil and realized I was having a bad day and decided to make it worse,” I said.

      I kept my gaze focused on Angelina. She was in the middle of a group of guys and she was regaling them with a story that had them all chortling. For a second, I couldn’t help but hope she would drown in the collective puddles of baby oil that were surely pooling at her feet.

      She was tall and willowy – although there was still a possibility she would get fat and dumpy like her mother (I kept hoping) – and her long brown hair was far too puffy to get there without a gallon of hairspray and some hick beauty pageant inspiration.

      “I hear she’s selling real estate these days,” Aidan said.

      “In her vagina?”

      “Meow.” I jumped at the chorus of voices that let loose with the simultaneous catcall. Apparently all other conversation had ceased in our corner of the bar.

      “Oh, don’t look,” Jerry said. “She’s seen us. Everyone act like we’re talking about something important. Just laugh at whatever I say.”

      I refused to take my eyes off Angelina as she strutted across the room in our direction. I had never backed down where she was concerned. I certainly had no intention of doing so now.

      Angelina stopped her forward momentum about a foot from us, striking a pose straight out of America’s Next Top Model, and fixed me with a fake smile. “Aisling Grimlock. It’s so good to see you.”

      “And then I told him he had no idea what he was talking about because stripes can never be worn if they’re horizontal,” Jerry said.

      Everyone at the table broke out in spontaneous applause.

      Angelina wrinkled her nose. “I see you’re still hanging around with Merry Jerry.”

      I frowned. Jerry hated that nickname.

      “I see you’re still hanging out with yourself – since you’re the only person that can stand you,” I shot back.

      What? Fake pleasantries are a waste of time.

      Angelina pursed her unnaturally plump lips. Someone is overdoing it on the fillers.

      “And how is your brother?”

      I stiffened. Angelina had dated Cillian for a year when she was twenty and he was twenty-three. He had finally wised up and dumped her – he found her in bed with some guy from an accounting firm – but not before I had to sit through a multitude of uncomfortable family dinners.

      “I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Aidan replied, his eyes dark.

      “I wasn’t talking about you,” Angelina said. “I was talking about Cillian.”

      “He’s fine,” I said. “His taste in women has vastly improved over the past five years. He hasn’t brought a wildebeest home in years.”

      Angelina was trying to keep her anger in check, so she ran her tongue over the front of her teeth as a calming mechanism. “I see you haven’t changed any since high school.”

      “Nope. I still hate you.”

      Angelina ignored my pointed dig. “What are you doing these days? I heard you dropped out of community college and were working as a secretary.”

      “I gave that up,” I replied. “Now I’m working as a prostitute. It seemed to be working for you.”

      Angelina tapped the toe of her shoe on the floor irritably. “Do you think that’s funny?”

      “Did it bug you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it’s funny.”

      Everyone at my table started to laugh, which only served as further kindling to the fire burning in Angelina’s cheeks. “You’re still a bitch.”

      “I like to go with my strengths,” I agreed. “I think that’s why you’re still a slut.”

      Angelina’s drink was all over my face before I even had a chance to register what was happening. Jerry squealed when part of it caught him on the shoulder. “Hey! This shirt is dry clean only.”

      “Well it should be garbage only,” Angelina shot back. “You’re gay; you’re supposed to know how to dress.”

      That did it. I launched myself out of the chair and was on Angelina before Aidan could stop me. We rolled around on the sticky floor – I was hoping it was just day-old drinks, I wasn’t giving it any more thought than that – grunting and swearing at each other.

      “Get off me, you cow!” Angelina shrieked.

      “You’re wearing a girdle? I knew it!”

      “It’s not a girdle,” Angelina gasped, trying to dislodge my hand from her hair. “They’re Spanx.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Girdles are for old ladies,” Jerry offered helpfully. “Now rip that hair out of her head!”

      I could hear the crowd chanting behind us when someone -- finally -- stepped in to try to pull me off of her. I had no idea who it was and, quite frankly, I was beyond caring at this point.

      “Get your hands off my sister.”

      “Which one is your sister?”

      “The one who is winning.”

      “Well, there’s no fighting in here,” the stranger said. “Either I put my hands on your sister or everyone gets kicked out.”

      I couldn’t see Aidan’s face, but the feeling of big hands wrapping around my waist told me the stranger wasn’t giving up and Aidan had given in. “Hey, that’s my boob!”

      The body that had been trying to force me off of Angelina was suddenly gone. A glance out of the corner of my eye told me that Aidan was grappling with him a few feet away, while Jerry stood on a nearby chair shouting out helpful suggestions. “He’s bigger than you; you’re going to have to punch him in the naughty bits.”

      This had gotten out of hand really fast. I eased up on Angelina, suddenly feeling foolish. That’s when I heard my blouse rip and Angelina’s yell of triumph.

      Slamming her head into the floor a few more times couldn’t hurt.
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      “Are you proud of yourselves?”

      Since we were in the lobby of a police station at nine in the morning on a weekday, I think we could all agree that the answer was a resounding “no.” Things had gotten just a little out of hand the previous evening – yes, just a little – and we found ourselves in holding tank in the custody of Detroit’s finest until bail could be set the following morning. Since they separated men and women, I had been shoved into the same drunk tank as Angelina.

      With few options in front of us, Aidan had finally broken down and called Redmond. We all agreed to plead guilty at arraignment and received fines – and a stern warning not to set foot into Mount Vesuvius again. Angelina was apparently taking her case to trial, which was just like her.

      “Thank you so much for bailing us out,” Jerry said, throwing his arms around Redmond. “I’m too pretty for prison.”

      “We weren’t in prison,” Aidan complained. “We weren’t even in cells. They just threw us in the drunk tank, which isn’t nearly as fun when you’re not drunk.”

      I rolled my eyes. “At least you weren’t in the same area with Angelina.”

      Redmond’s eyes darkened. “Angelina? Angelina Davenport? Is that how this happened?”

      “She wears a girdle.”

      I expected Redmond to smile at the gossipy tidbit. I was disappointed.

      “She threw a drink on me,” Jerry said. “She totally ruined my shirt.”

      Redmond patted his back absentmindedly.

      “She threw the drink at me,” I corrected. “You just got a little bit of it. I got the full blast.”

      “And what did you do?”

      “I tackled her and beat the crap out of her.”

      “No,” Redmond shook his head, but a small smile was playing at the corner of his mouth. “What did you do to antagonize her?”

      “Why do you assume I did something to antagonize her?”

      “Because I know you.”

      “Maybe she antagonized me.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Redmond agreed. “You could have been the bigger person, though.”

      “She asked about Cillian,” Aidan interjected.

      “And that sent Aisling into a rage?”

      “She also made fun of her dropping out of community college – and Jerry’s shirt.”

      “I’ve always hated that bitch,” Redmond growled. “I hope you ripped her hair out.”

      “Just a few clumps.”

      “Well, next time.” Redmond slung an arm around my neck, rubbing his face against my hair. “Wow, you smell.”

      “We were rolling around on the ground.”

      “I guess I don’t want to know what’s in your hair then.” Redmond moved away from me slightly, grimacing.

      I didn’t want to know either.

      The four of us looked up when the front door of the police station chimed and a familiar figure walked through. Crap.

      “Morning.” Griffin Taylor looked as though he had enjoyed a good night’s sleep, and he didn’t seem surprised to see us there. Something told me – since this wasn’t his precinct – that someone had tipped him off about our legal problems.

      “Morning,” Jerry said, running a hand through his hair to tame the unruly mess.

      Griffin walked over to us, focusing on everyone in turn, before finally settling on me. “You look a little rough.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Aidan snickered, while Redmond coughed into his hand.

      “You should look in a mirror, Bug.”

      I ignored the three of them. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard that you were picked up last night,” he replied. “I was curious, so I came down to see for myself.”

      “Are you made aware when everyone is arrested at a drag bar in Detroit?” What? It’s a reasonable question.

      “No. Your name – and Aidan’s, for that matter – have been flagged in conjunction with my investigation.”

      Well, great.

      “Why would their names be flagged?” Redmond asked.

      Griffin glanced over in his direction. “You’re Redmond, right?”

      “We met yesterday,” Redmond reminded him.

      “I remember. There are just a lot of you to keep straight.”

      “And you haven’t even met Cillian yet,” I said.

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Something told me that was a lie.

      I jumped when the back door that led into the inner sanctum of the police station buzzed, letting another familiar figure out. Angelina. Double crap.

      Angelina’s night hadn’t been any better than mine. Her hair – which was already big – was standing on end and there were some noticeable follicle gaps thanks to my rigorous hair pulling the night before and she limped.

      “What did you do to her?” Redmond looked happy.

      “I don’t even remember doing anything to her feet.”

      Griffin regarded Angelina with interest. “Is this the woman you got in a fight with?”

      “Fight?” Angelina spit out. “She blindsided me and pulled my hair.”

      “Oh, you had it coming.” I took a step toward her, thoughts of finishing what I started dancing through my head. Redmond’s arm around my waist stopped that fantasy.

      “You are a menace,” Angelina spat out. “You’ve always been a menace.”

      “At least I’m not a slut.”

      “I am not a slut! It’s not my fault that Mark and Mike liked me better in high school.”

      “And Keith,” Jerry added.

      I shot him a death glare.

      “Keith was a lost cause,” Redmond said.

      “Who are Mike, Mark and Keith?” Griffin asked.

      “They were my high school boyfriends,” I replied, my eyes never leaving Angelina’s sallow face, even as Redmond’s arm tightened to the point where I was having trouble breathing.

      “They liked me better,” Angelina said.

      “That’s because you used to pretend you were a 7-Eleven,” Redmond replied.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you were open twenty-four hours a day,” Griffin supplied.

      “Who asked you?” Angelina turned on him.

      “The city of Detroit,” Griffin replied, flashing his badge.

      “Oh, great, now what?” Angelina wailed. “Whatever they’ve said about me is a vicious lie.”

      “She wears a girdle,” I announced.

      “You already said that,” Redmond reminded me.

      “Yeah, but not when Griffin was here and not when I could see her face when I said it.”

      “I do not wear a girdle! At least my bra isn’t hanging out like I’m some transvestite hooker on Eight Mile.”

      I glanced down, realizing that hints of my Victoria’s Secret bra were poking out from my torn blouse. I realized that Redmond and Aidan were looking anywhere but at my bra, while Jerry and Griffin both seemed interested.

      “Is that the bra we bought when we were shopping last week? It looks different on,” Jerry said.

      Redmond groaned. “Can we not talk about Aisling’s bra?”

      “Especially since she stuffs it,” Angelina said.

      “I don’t stuff, girdle girl.”

      “I’m going to claw your eyes out!”

      Griffin stepped between us, shaking his head as he did. “I think you should go.”

      Angelina looked incensed. “Why shouldn’t she go?”

      “Because I’m not done talking to her yet.”

      “And he likes her bra.” Jerry looked smug.

      Angelina shifted her gaze between the five of us and then slowly made her way toward the front door. “Tell Cillian I said hi.”

      I fought against Redmond’s arms, seeing red. “Stay away from Cillian, you witch!”

      Angelina scampered out of the building, just in case Redmond’s arms weren’t strong enough to contain my rage. Once she was out of sight, the fight in me fled. “Let me go.”

      “Do you promise not to chase her down and beat her ass again?” Redmond asked. “I don’t have enough bail money on me to secure your release again.”

      “I promise.”

      Redmond cautiously loosened his grip.

      “So, if I’m following, that girl used to sleep with your boyfriends and then slept with your brother and that’s why you created a riot at a drag bar last night and got yourself arrested,” Griffin said. “Am I missing anything?”

      “She wears a girdle.”

      “And she wears a girdle,” Griffin conceded, his brown eyes flashing with a hint of amusement.

      “No, that’s about it.”

      “So, basically, last night had nothing to do with my dead guy?”

      “No.” Why would he think that?

      Redmond was equally suspicious. “Is that why you came down here?”

      “I was just curious,” Griffin replied. “Oh, and I wanted to ask you another question.”

      Uh-oh.

      “I’m too tired to answer questions right now,” I said. “I’m tired. Try again tomorrow or something.”

      “You have work today,” Redmond reminded me.

      “Oh, come on,” I complained. “Can’t you get me out of it?”

      “Not unless you want me to tell Dad why.”

      That was a big, fat no. “Fine.”

      “Who did you want to ask a question?” Jerry asked, while I fought the urge to kick him.

      “I just wanted to make Redmond aware that the crime scene techs who went to Brian Harper’s apartment yesterday seemed to think that someone had been in the apartment recently,” Griffin said, his gaze fixed on Redmond’s face. “What do you think about that?”

      “I think that, since the guy lived there, that would probably make sense.” Redmond is cool under pressure. He always had been. When we were trying to think up lies to cover our misdeeds as kids he was always the one to deliver the lie. He doesn’t break under intense scrutiny.

      “Yes, but it seems someone was in the apartment after we completed our initial search,” Griffin continued. “There was a digital seal on the door that had been tripped.”

      Uh-oh.

      “Well, I hope you find out who it was,” Redmond replied. “That’s probably who killed your victim.”

      Or not.

      “That’s all you want to say?” Griffin asked, raising an eyebrow in challenge.

      “That’s all I have to offer.”

      “Well,” Griffin said, resting his eyes on my face briefly. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I can’t wait.
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      “So, what did you get arrested for?”

      As part of my penance, Redmond assigned Cillian to work with me after my night in the city jail.

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “He just said you, Aidan and Jerry were arrested after getting in a brawl at a drag bar,” Cillian replied. “I figured someone got dramatic and Jerry got mouthy.”

      That was a good assumption on a normal night. “Um, well, I don’t really remember who started what,” I lied.

      Cillian paused mid-stride. We were on the west side of Detroit, hanging around outside of a Middle Eastern restaurant that smelled fabulous, waiting for a hit-and-run accident to transpire.

      “You’re lying.”

      “No I’m not.” I averted my gaze and focused on Cillian’s shoes.

      “You are so,” Cillian charged. “I can tell when you’re lying.”

      “How?”

      “You won’t make eye contact.”

      I forced my eyes to his, seeing the same purple reflected back. “Everything from last night is a blur.” What? That’s not a lie.

      Cillian gripped my forearms, forcing me to remain still. “What started the fight?”

      “Someone threw a drink on me – and it hit Jerry, too. There was a lot of squealing and then a fight.” That was true.

      Cillian didn’t release me. “Who threw the drink?”

      I bit my lower lip and looked to the left. “I don’t know.”

      “See! You’re lying. You better tell me or I’ll call Redmond.”

      Crap. There was no way out of this.

      “Angelina.”

      All of the air whooshed out of Cillian. His hands dropped from my forearms and slipped into the pockets of his jeans. “Oh.”

      “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you.” For some reason, one I couldn’t fathom, Cillian was still sensitive when the Angelina situation reared its ugly head.

      “What did she say?” Cillian regained his equilibrium and tried to pretend Angelina -- or any mention of her -- didn’t bother him.

      “She asked how you were.”

      Cillian smirked. “So you attacked her?”

      “She also made fun of me dropping out of college and of Jerry’s shirt.”

      “She’s always been a bitch,” Cillian ceded. “That still doesn’t seem bad enough for you to kick the crap out of her.”

      “I was already having a bad day,” I replied.

      “Because that cop is sniffing around? Aidan says he’s hot and he’s … .”

      “Warm for my form? Don’t repeat that hateful phrase.”

      “I was going to say interested in you, but okay.” Cillian couldn’t hide his grin. “You’re not interested in him?”

      “He thinks I’m a murderer.”

      Cillian reached over and brushed a strand of my bi-colored hair out of my face, searching for an answer to an unasked question. “You do like him.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do, too.”

      “I do not.”

      “You’re avoiding eye contact again.”

      I need to work on that. “Fine,” I blew out a sigh. “I can’t like him.”

      Cillian cocked his head to the side. “Why? Does he wear polyester? Because I know Jerry won’t put up with that, but he might overlook it if you ask nicely.”

      “Because he’s a cop,” I said.

      “So?”

      “He’s a cop who thinks I’m a murderer,” I tried again.

      “He doesn’t think you’re a murderer,” Cillian countered. “If he thought you were a murderer, he wouldn’t be flirting with you.”

      “Who said he’s flirting with me?”

      “Jerry told Aidan.”

      “Jerry has a big mouth,” I grumbled.

      “That’s why we love him.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I decided to change the subject. “Did Redmond tell you whether they found anything in Brian Harper’s apartment?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “I don’t think that would be proper conversation for a police department, and I haven’t seen him since we left yesterday.”

      “How did you get home?”

      “Braden.”

      “Why didn’t he tell you?” Cillian asked.

      “I forgot to ask,” I admitted. “Running into Griffin at the apartment complex threw me for a loop.”

      “Griffin?” Cillian was smiling again. It was an infuriating expression.

      “Detective Taylor,” I corrected, my cheeks starting to burn.

      “You call him Griffin?”

      “He told me to,” I replied defensively, although I couldn’t fathom why.

      Cillian nodded knowingly. “I see.”

      “The apartment search,” I prodded, kicking Cillian in the shin as I moved past him.

      “Oh, yeah, they didn’t find anything at the apartment except some kinky sex toys.”

      Eww. “That’s a bummer.”

      “They did find something online last night, though.”

      “What?”

      “It seems that our Mr. Harper had just acquired an interesting book,” Cillian said, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper.

      “Like what? The Kama Sutra?”

      Cillian swished his mouth to the side. “Um, no. And don’t ever say anything like that to me again.”

      “Why?”

      “It sends me to a scary visual place.”

      “What was the book?” I asked. My brothers liked to pretend that I still don’t know what sex is.

      “It was a grimoire.”

      “Seriously?” A grimoire is a book of spells. Witches usually utilize them, but other people have tried to use them for nefarious reasons throughout the centuries. They usually mean bad news – or bad witches, to be more precise. “What kind of grimoire?”

      “I don’t have the specifics,” Cillian admitted. “I know it’s eighteenth century, though. Redmond and Dad are looking up more about it. Dad seems to think that whatever this grimoire is, though, it’s what got him killed.”

      “And Braden and Redmond didn’t see it in the apartment?”

      “I think that would have been a clue they couldn’t have missed,” Cillian replied.

      He had a point. “Well, now what?”

      “Now? Now we wait for this poor sap, what is his name again?”

      I glanced down at the file in my hand. “Myron Goldman.”

      “Where is he going?”

      “Sheol.” Jewish Hell, for those wondering. A customer’s final resting place hinges on their personal belief system. So, while a lot of Jewish people don’t believe in Sheol, it is a reality for those who do believe.

      “Oh, bummer, what did he do?”

      “He’s a thief.”

      “We’ve been having a lot of people go to Hell -- and the alternatives – lately. Have you noticed that?” Cillian is interested in religion, more than I find healthy sometimes.

      “I’ve been doing this for three days.”

      “You’ve been living it for twenty-five years, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You sound like Dad.”

      “Take that back.”

      We both looked up at a screech of tires, my eyes landing on a small man moving across the street kitty-corner from our location. I had only glanced at the photo attached to the file – we really need to go digital at some point so we don’ t have to deal with all this paperwork – but I would recognize that bald head anywhere.

      “This is going to be gross, isn’t it?”

      Cillian’s eyes were glued to Myron Goldman as he shuffled across the street. “If we’re lucky.”

      Boys are strange creatures sometimes.

      The owner of the screeching tires came barreling around the corner – dark sedan, white guy with blond hair behind the wheel, looks to be in his early twenties – and slammed into Myron.

      It wasn’t like the movies – not that I thought it would be. Myron didn’t jump up and roll over the hood of the car. Instead, he kind of flew to the side and crashed into the gutter next to the street.

      The sedan never slowed.

      “Should we get the license plate?”

      “That’s not our job,” Cillian reminded, moving into the middle of the street. “Let’s do this quick. Someone could be here within minutes, and you don’t need another run-in with the cops.”

      Wasn’t that the truth?

      I followed Cillian, reaching into my pocket for the scepter. I could see Myron’s spirit detaching from his body already. At least he hadn’t suffered.

      I slammed into Cillian, who pulled up short, before I realized he had stopped in the middle of the street. I peered around his shoulder, freezing when another figure stepped out of the doorway of the building next to Myron’s body.

      Cillian and I watched as the figure moved over to Myron, pulled a scepter from a pocket, and absorbed the soul before it fully formed into something resembling a human. The figure then glanced up at the two of us, winked, and got to his feet.

      Unfortunately, I recognized him.

      “Duke Fontaine,” Cillian exhaled.

      Oh, good, he recognized him, too. I was going to need him when things got ugly in five, four, three, two, one … .
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      “Hey!”

      “Hey yourself, cutie pie.” Duke Fontaine didn’t bother running. Apparently, the sight of Cillian and me racing across the street to confront him wasn’t cause for quaking in his military boots.

      When we were all on the same side of the street it became obvious why our two bodies didn’t equal his one. At more than six feet tall, Cillian was dwarfed by the six feet and seven inches of pure muscle (and tacky camouflage pants) that made up Duke Fontaine. His right thigh was bigger than my torso, for crying out loud. He had mercenary – or prison barber – written all over him. For all I knew, the Chinese symbols tattooed onto his bald scalp signified just that.

      I didn’t let his stature deter me. I planted my hands on my hips and a stern expression (the one that had my brothers screaming PMS and hiding under their beds when we were teenagers) on my face. “That is my soul.”

      Fontaine shook his head from side to side. “That’s not how it looks to me, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t call me sweetheart. And that guy is on my list.”

      “He’s on mine now, my little pretty.” Fontaine was trying to be charming, but all that did was further infuriate me.

      “Hand him over.”

      “Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” Fontaine countered.

      “My foot up your ass is going to be ten-tenths of law in a second,” I warned. “Give me my soul.”

      Cillian remained silent, but his face blanched when I threatened physical violence. I was making the threats, but he would have to back them up.

      “I like you, button,” he said. “You’re fiery.” He looked Cillian over and dismissed him before turning back to me. “You’re a Grimlock, aren’t you? You all have a certain look about you. I like it better on you than them, though.”

      “I’m pissed off is what I am,” I shot back. “Give me my soul.”

      Fontaine smiled, giving me a shot of teeth that were probably used to gnawing raw meat off of bones, and tilted his head in my direction. “What will you give me for this soul, sweetie pie?”

      “A hearty handshake, douche bag.”

      “I’m going to want something more than that.”

      Fontaine reached over and rubbed his fingers through my hair. I jerked back, repulsion squirming through my belly. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Don’t touch her,” Cillian growled, taking a step forward. He might not have Fontaine’s size, but that wouldn’t stop him if he felt the need to protect my honor. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Listen, you two are cute,” Fontaine said. “He’s almost as pretty as you are, sweet thing. I think I should be going, though. I try to avoid the cops whenever possible and they should be here any second.”

      “I can see that,” I replied. “They probably give you wet dreams.”

      It took a second for my jab to land but, when it did, all pretense of flirting disappeared from Fontaine’s face. “You’re not so cute now.”

      “Wait a few seconds,” I replied, tapping my foot. “I’m about to get downright ugly.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Fontaine said. “I’m still not giving you this soul. This is worth five grand to me. There’s nothing you’re offering that’s worth even a quarter of that. Although, if you want to take your top off I might consider adjusting my fee.”

      My mouth dropped open as every curse word I had ever uttered fought to escape at the same time. Nothing came out, though.

      “If you want to just pull your shirt down and give me a little peek, I might consider it then, too.”

      This time, I didn’t even get a chance to consider responding. Cillian’s fist slammed into Fontaine’s face before the words had finished coming out of his mouth. The punch wasn’t strong enough to knock Fontaine down, but the hit was hard enough to catch him off guard and he stumbled to the side, slamming into the brick wall behind him.

      Cillian was on him with a flurry of fists and angry language, not giving Fontaine a chance to recover. Fontaine did what came naturally, and raised both of his hands to cover his face. I knew it wouldn’t take him long to recover, though, so I darted into the melee and slipped my hand into the pocket Fontaine had slipped his scepter in after collecting the soul.

      I rooted around the pocket for a second – praying I wouldn’t inadvertently grab onto any other rod in there – and then pulled the sterling silver staff out and took a step back.

      “I’ve got it. Let’s go.”

      Cillian was still working out his aggression and Fontaine was about done letting him. I grabbed Cillian’s ear and twisted it without mercy, pulling him with me as I moved away from Fontaine.

      Fontaine seemed surprised that Cillian was suddenly gone – no more than Cillian, though, when he realized what had pulled him off Fontaine. “That hurts!”

      I waved Fontaine’s scepter in front of his face. “Let’s go.”

      Cillian looked impressed. “When did you get that?”

      “When you were smacking him around.”

      “I was pretty badass, huh?”

      “Deranged is more like it.”

      “When we tell this story to the others, you’re going to say I’m badass.”

      “Fine.”

      “Hey!” Fontaine was back on his feet and his hand was in his pocket. I couldn’t be sure, but I definitely felt I had tilted over into the ugly category where he was concerned. “That’s mine!”

      Cillian grabbed my arm, all traces of badassery gone. “Run!”

      

      “YOU BEAT up Fontaine?”

      Redmond looked both proud and doubtful.

      “I don’t know if beat up is the right phrase,” I hedged.

      Once we were in the car and safely on our way home, Cillian’s bravado had slipped under the weight of worry that accompanies pissing off Duke Fontaine. Once he was sure Fontaine wasn’t following us, though, he had turned downright boastful. I guess I couldn’t blame him.

      “I beat his ass,” Cillian said, sipping from a bottle of beer. We were all congregated in Dad’s office to regale the family with our tale.

      Braden turned to me. “How big of an ass beating was it? Was there blood?”

      “No.”

      “He wanted to bleed, though,” Cillian said.

      I patted his knee. “I could see that.”

      “I want to know what he is doing here,” Dad said, his elbows resting on the top of his desk and his expression serious. “Last I heard he was sticking close to his home turf in Las Vegas. Someone had to call him for him to come back to Detroit.”

      “He said he was getting five thousand for the soul.”

      “From who?”

      I shrugged and turned my palms up. “I didn’t have time to grill him on it. I took the opportunity to steal the soul back and then we ran.”

      “You ran?” Aidan asked, his gaze fixed on Cillian.

      “Well … Aisling ran,” Cillian said. “I took the opportunity to leave him there on the street with a little bit of dignity.”

      “You’re the one who told me to run,” I reminded him.

      “Drink your beer.”

      Cillian’s neck colored as our brothers chuckled.

      “He still didn’t hesitate to jump in and protect my honor when Fontaine asked to see my boobs.”

      The chuckling stopped.

      “Fontaine said what?” Redmond was on his feet. “You left that part out of the story.”

      Cillian slid me a look. “The guy is a pig. It shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      “Still, to say that … to even think that … .”

      Cripes. “They’re just boobs, Redmond,” I grumbled. “It’s not the first time a guy has asked to see them.”

      “Who? When? Who?”

      “I think the better question is who hasn’t?” Aidan chortled. “Even gay guys want to see boobs. They’re like unicorns in our world. They’re cool to look at, but they’re mythical and scary to consider touching.”

      Dad cleared his throat. “Let’s get back to Fontaine.”

      “I agree,” Braden said. “I don’t want to hear Aidan compare boobs to unicorns. It’s going to give me nightmares.”

      I rolled my eyes and sent Aidan a sarcastic thumbs-up. He pushed his lips out and sent me an air kiss in response.

      “You guys are never going to get married if boobs scare you,” I pointed out.

      “I happen to like boobs,” Braden replied. “As far as I’m concerned, though, you don’t have any.”

      “Exactly,” Redmond pointed at Braden appreciatively. “You’re flat as a board and twelve years old where we’re concerned.”

      “Ah, it’s like middle school all over again, huh Aisling?” Aidan teased.

      “Stop talking about boobs!” Dad slammed his hands down on his desk.

      My brothers had the grace to look abashed. I didn’t bother since Dad refused to look me in the eye. I was twelve to him, too. You should see them when I bring up tampons.

      “Dad is right,” Redmond said after a beat. “We have to find out what Fontaine is doing in the area.”

      A normal freelancer is cause for worry when you’re in the reaping business. Duke Fontaine is a whole other story. He was coming on the scene just when Dad was retiring from day-to-day operations and moving into a management position in the organization. He had stolen two souls from Dad – something unheard of at the time, if you believe the stories – and my father had hated him since. They had come to blows and – ultimately – Fontaine had agreed to relocate his services. I never quite understood what had gone down, just that Dad considered it a win. Something had obviously changed on that front.

      “Don’t worry about Fontaine,” Dad said. “I’ll handle Fontaine.”

      “How are you going to handle him?”

      All eyes in the room turned to Dad for an explanation. We were all equally curious.

      “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Are you going to handle him the way you handled him before?” I pressed.

      “Aisling, why don’t you give me Fontaine’s scepter,” Dad changed the subject, holding out his hand expectantly. “I’ll handle the soul transfer and then make sure Mr. Fontaine gets his property back.”

      That didn’t sound like Dad, but I didn’t argue. I handed the scepter over and then followed my brothers out of the office and toward the dining room. There was nothing a home-cooked meal couldn’t fix. I just hoped the cook wasn’t serving chicken breasts – or unicorn.
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      Three days later Dad insisted everyone had to go to a “work function.” Attendance was mandatory. I assumed it was one of those lame charity events that his boring co-workers and their wives attended each month so they could gossip, swill wine and donate money to help the “little people.”

      I was right.

      And wrong.

      “I’m glad you made me come.”

      I glanced over at Jerry, not bothering to hide my grin. This wasn’t what I was expecting either. It was a charity event, it just happened to benefit the Detroit Police Department.

      “You’re happy because there are so many men here.”

      “Men in uniform,” Jerry corrected. “I’m happy because there are so many men in uniform here.”

      “You know not all of them are gay, right?”

      “Don’t ruin my fantasy, Bug.”

      “Sorry.”

      I reached over and brushed a small piece of lint from Jerry’s tuxedo, marveling at how well he cleaned up. Jerry caught me looking at him and smiled down at me. “You look nice tonight, Bug.”

      My smile faded as I glanced down at my dress. I’m not one for getting all gussied up and putting on heels. I had settled on a simple black dress with a dangerously high slit up the right thigh – just enough to make Dad wish he hadn’t made attendance mandatory.

      “How long do you think we have to stay?” I asked.

      “We just got here. We haven’t had dinner or danced yet.”

      “I’m not dancing.”

      “Yes you are. You made me come to this shindig.”

      “You wanted to come,” I shot back.

      Jerry brushed off my argument. “That’s not the point. I’m here. This is your thing. You’re going to dance.”

      “You’re going to have to dance with all of us,” Redmond interjected, joining us around a bistro table with hors d’oeuvres spread out on top of it.

      “You didn’t bring a date?”

      “You don’t bring a date to a sausage fest,” Redmond explained. “That’s how you lose a date.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Women love a man in a uniform,” he said, “especially when those men carry guns and put their lives on the line to keep the general populace safe on a daily basis.”

      One glance at the hundreds of men – only a handful of which had women on their arms – told me he was probably right.

      “How long do you think we have to stay?”

      “Already looking for an exit, sis? I’m shocked. Usually you love dressing up for a party.”

      “Like you aren’t looking for an exit?”

      “I’m fine,” Redmond argued. “I like making nice with local law enforcement. You never know when it might come in handy.”

      Realization washed over me. “That’s why we’re here. I couldn’t figure it out.”

      “What?” Jerry hadn’t caught up yet.

      “The police are investigating us,” I reminded him. “This is Dad’s little way of reminding them of what a big donor he is.”

      “Plus,” Redmond added, “by making sure you and Aidan are here, he’s also saying that we have nothing to hide. Murderers don’t go to police balls.”

      “So, he’s lying,” Jerry said.

      “Pretty much,” Aidan said, sidling up to the table next to Jerry. “We’re just all law-abiding, normal citizens enjoying dinner, dancing and as many disapproving stares from Dad and his friends as possible.”

      “Aren’t you the cheery one in your dashing tuxedo,” Redmond teased.

      “Why should I be?” Aidan asked, preening under the compliment.

      “Because you’re the reason we have to be here,” Braden offered as he and Cillian joined our group.

      “Aisling is the reason we have to be here,” Aidan corrected.

      “Aisling wasn’t in charge,” Cillian pointed out.

      I sent Aidan a triumphant smile.

      “It was your job to make sure she didn’t do something stupid,” Braden agreed.

      My smile faltered and I shot Braden a pointed scowl.

      Jerry wrapped an arm around my waist in a comforting manner. “Don’t listen to them, Bug. I think you’re doing great.”

      Jerry is always on my side. Even when I don’t have a side, he’s on it.

      “You don’t even know what she really does,” Redmond challenged.

      Jerry is an honorary member of the family, so Redmond’s position in the hierarchy doesn’t daunt him. “I know enough.”

      Redmond rolled his eyes. This wasn’t the place for an argument – especially this argument.

      “Well, this looks like a fun group.”

      I wasn’t surprised that Griffin was at the ball. I wasn’t even surprised that he sought us out. I was surprised – and a little relieved – that he appeared to be alone. What? He’s hot. I can look, I just can’t touch.

      “Griffin,” Jerry greeted him, a broad smile on his face. “You clean up nice.”

      One look at Griffin in his dress uniform and I couldn’t help but agree. He’d even tamed his wild hair and shaved, although I was partial to the five o-clock shadow he usually sported.

      “Yes, Griffin, you look divine,” Braden mocked.

      I kicked him under the table but inadvertently made contact with Redmond instead. “What was that for?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied.

      “You kicked me.”

      “I did not.”

      “It must have been someone else wearing really tall heels,” Redmond complained, rubbing his leg and fixing me with an angry glare.

      “Don’t look at me,” Jerry said. “I left all my heels at home tonight.”

      Braden and Cillian cleared their throats as Griffin’s face colored. I shifted my face to the side to hide my smile. Jerry is a great party date, no matter the party.

      “So, do you guys always come to the police ball?” Griffin asked.

      “We’re very involved in our community,” Redmond said, choosing his words carefully.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “We attend a lot of benefits,” I said. “This just happened to be on the list.”

      Griffin didn’t look convinced. “Well, I have to say, you look nice – even if this is only one of the many events you have on your schedule tonight.”

      Jerry swished his hip into mine. I knew what he was trying to indicate, but I ignored him and looked down at the bistro table. “You look nice, too.”

      Redmond, Cillian, Aidan and Braden were all staring at me as though I had suddenly grown a second head when I finally raised my eyes. I felt my cheeks burning under their scrutiny. I glanced over at Griffin and he looked equally uncomfortable.

      “Isn’t that your friend?” Griffin asked suddenly, pointing across the dance floor.

      Everyone at our table turned, but the individual Griffin referred to was no friend of the Grimlock family. Redmond swore under his breath while Cillian turned white.

      “What is she doing here?” Jerry asked.

      “Hoping for round two, I think,” Aidan said. “Yank all her hair out this time, Aisling.”

      “You’re going to fight at a police ball?” Griffin asked. “That doesn’t sound like a smart idea.”

      “Yeah? Well Aisling isn’t smart.”

      “Thanks, Braden.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant.”

      Angelina was busy talking to a group of men – all in their dress blues – next to another bistro table. She hadn’t seen us yet. I was sure of that. If she had, she would have left little heel marks on every cop who got in her way as she made a beeline for Cillian.

      “Well, I think we’ve done our due diligence,” I said, visions of fifty cops pulling me off Angelina as I ripped her acrylic nails off her fingers flitting through my head. “We should go.”

      “Dad won’t like that,” Redmond said. “He won’t care what the reason is.”

      Griffin was incredulous. “You guys are really going to leave because she’s here?”

      He clearly hadn’t spent enough time with Angelina at the precinct earlier this week. “She’s the devil.”

      “Oh, I got that,” Griffin said. “I just don’t understand why you guys are all running from her.”

      “We’re not running,” Cillian said, his voice low.

      “Okay, running isn’t the right word,” Griffin said. “Fleeing might be a better word.”

      “No,” Cillian said, his voice firm. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “Cillian, it’s not a big thing,” I said. “We don’t have to stay here. We’ll just make sure that Dad sees us and then we’ll sneak out.”

      “I can be in the same room with her,” Cillian replied. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “You shouldn’t have to be in the same room with her,” Redmond interjected, putting his hand on Cillian’s shoulder in a show of solidarity.

      “No,” I agreed. “She should crawl under a rock and die and we should never have to see her again.”

      “Don’t wish for the death of another person, Bug,” Jerry chided me. “It’s gauche.”

      “It’s Angelina, though,” Aidan argued.

      “Fine,” Jerry ceded. “Don’t wish for a painful death, though.”

      Slowly, everyone turned their attention back to the finger foods and assorted drinks and we lapsed into an uncomfortable silence.

      “Maybe we should mingle,” Redmond suggested.

      “With whom?” Mingling is not part of my vocabulary.

      “There are hundreds of hot men here, Bug,” Jerry said. “Even you could get laid.”

      Redmond shot Jerry a dark look. “Don’t be cute.”

      “I’m always cute,” Jerry said.

      “You’re not right now.”

      My shoulders shook with silent laughter. I risked a glance at Griffin, who was still loitering at the edge of the table, and saw that his gaze was still fixed on the other side of the room. The petulant part of me wondered if he was as taken with Angelina and her long legs, just like every other man I had ever met.

      “Your friend is coming over here.”

      Crap.

      “We could run,” Jerry offered.

      “That wouldn’t look obvious,” I replied.

      “It’s too late anyway,” Griffin said, lifting his beer to his lips and taking a drink. He looked amused – and curious. I think he was interested in seeing what would happen.

      “Cillian, it’s so good to see you.”

      My spine stiffened at the sound of Angelina’s voice. I can’t beat her up in front of a roomful of cops, but maybe I can cut her tongue out without anyone noticing.

      “Angelina.” Cillian’s voice was hard and empty. I barely recognized it.

      “How are you? How are all of you? Braden, it’s good to see you, too.”

      “What about me?” I asked. “Isn’t it good to see me?”

      “I just saw you.”

      “Great. Let’s do it again in five years,” I suggested.

      “I’m not talking to you,” Angelina replied curtly. “I’m talking to Cillian.”

      “Well, he doesn’t want to talk to you,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Jerry agreed.

      “I think he can talk for himself,” Angelina said, reaching out and rubbing her hand along Cillian’s forearm suggestively. “Isn’t that right?”

      Cillian met Angelina’s flirty look with a dark one of his own. “I don’t have anything to say to you, Angelina.”

      For the first time, uncertainty flashed across Angelina’s heavily made up face. “If we could just be alone for a second … .”

      “Over my dead body,” I said, fighting to keep my voice low enough that we didn’t start drawing unwanted attention.

      There was a hand on my arm within seconds. I figured it was Jerry, but the firm grip caused me to send him a questioning look. That’s when I found out it wasn’t Jerry, after all, it was Griffin. “Actually, I think you and I are going to dance,” he said.

      “Since when?” Dancing with Griffin was tempting, but making Angelina cry had a lot more appeal at the moment.

      “Right now.” Griffin was firm as he dragged me out to the dance floor. There weren’t a lot of couples out there, but it wasn’t so empty that we stood out. It was a slow song and Griffin wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled my hips flush with his. I lifted my arms and hooked them around his neck, swaying to the music, but never taking my eyes off Angelina. I couldn’t hear what was going on at the table, but it didn’t look good. Angelina’s face was screwed up into one of those ugly scowls that often precede bursting into tears.

      “Why are you smiling?” Griffin asked, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Because Angelina looks like she’s going to cry.” I saw no point in lying.

      “You really don’t like her, do you?”

      “I hate her.”

      “Because she slept with your boyfriends?”

      “No,” I shook my head, trying not to focus on how warm Griffin’s body felt next to mine. “That only warrants dislike.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because she messed with my brother,” I admitted, chewing on my bottom lip.

      Griffin smiled. “You guys are close.”

      “They’re my brothers.”

      “Not all brothers and sisters are as close as you guys, though,” Griffin replied. “You guys seem especially close.”

      “We’re all close in age,” I said. “It doesn’t seem weird to me because it’s always been this way.”

      “They seem protective of you.”

      “They are.”

      “And you seem protective of them.”

      “When they need it,” I said.

      “I like it,” Griffin said. “In my line of work, most of the families I deal with have done something horrible to each other. I’m not really worried about that with you guys.”

      “What are you worried about with us?”

      “That you’ll cover up crimes together.” I guess he was going for honesty, too.

      “That’s a bummer for you,” I said.

      “It is,” Griffin agreed, tilting his head to the side. “Still, I don’t think you guys are covering up murder.”

      Alarms started clanging in my head. This couldn’t be good. “What is it you think we’re covering up?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “But I plan on finding out.”
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      Dinner was slow. Dancing afterward was mildly entertaining. I took a turn around the dance floor with each of my brothers – and Jerry – and then excused myself to go to the bathroom. That’s where I found Angelina trying to fix her makeup after a crying jag. I thought about kicking her while she was down but figured that would just be petty. What? I’m mean, but I’m not heartless, especially when I win.

      Instead, I hid in the stall until her sniffling diminished and I was sure she had exited the bathroom.

      When I rejoined the party, I couldn’t find my brothers or Jerry.

      “Looking for someone?”

      Griffin was at my side. I hadn’t seen him since our dance earlier, not that I was looking or anything.

      “Did you see where my brothers and Jerry went?”

      Griffin scanned the room and shook his head. “They wouldn’t have left you, would they?”

      “No.” At least I hoped not.

      Griffin put down his beer and grabbed my hand. I thought about yanking it back, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it. Instead, I let him lead me around the room as we searched for them. After twenty minutes, we gave up.

      “I’ll just call a cab,” I said.

      “You didn’t drive here?”

      “No,” I replied. “Jerry drove.”

      “Why would he leave you?”

      “He probably figured I dodged out and got a ride home,” I said. “It’s not a big deal. I can probably get a cab here within twenty minutes.”

      Griffin didn’t look so sure. Detroit’s cab companies aren’t known for being reliable – or safe. “What about your dad? Didn’t your brothers say he was here, too?”

      I’d rather ride Angelina home. I didn’t say that, though. “I’d rather not.”

      Griffin sighed. “Why don’t I just take you home?”

      There was a slight tingle in the tips of my fingers. A brief flash of Griffin rolling around in my bed with me – naked – rushed through my mind. “Um, no, I can call a cab.”

      Griffin looked exasperated, as though he had read my mind. “It’s just a ride home,” he said. “No sex has to be involved.”

      I gaped at his words. “What the hell?”

      Griffin smiled. “I won’t turn it down if you offer, though.”

      

      “YOU SHOULD turn right on Main Street,” I instructed Griffin twenty minutes later.

      The ride to Royal Oak had been uncomfortable – and it wasn’t just because you could cut the sexual tension in the car with a knife and fill a sandwich with it.

      “I know where you live,” Griffin reminded me.

      “I was just trying to help.”

      “No, you were being a backseat driver.”

      “You can’t be a backseat driver when you’re in the passenger seat.”

      Griffin glanced over at me, his expression unreadable. “Are you always this much of a pain?”

      “You’ll have to ask my brothers,” I sniffed.

      “I’m guessing they’re going to say you are.”

      “They’re idiots.”

      Griffin smirked but didn’t say another word for the rest of our drive. Jerry’s car was parked in front of the condo when we pulled into the driveway, and a fresh wave of rage washed over me when I saw it. “He ditched me. I can’t believe it.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to ditch a woman, especially you,” Griffin said. “Maybe he thought you left with one of your other brothers?”

      “Why would I do that when we live together?”

      “You’ll have to ask him.”

      I was going to do just that. I opened the door and moved to slide out of the car, stopping long enough to remember the manners my mother had drilled into my head since I was a little girl. “Thank you for the ride.”

      Griffin switched off the ignition and opened his own door. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      “That’s really not necessary.”

      “No, but it’s what a man does when he dropping a woman off,” Griffin said. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

      This wasn’t a date. Did he think this was a date? “We’re not on a date.”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      It does to me. I climbed out of the car and slammed the door, fixing Griffin with a hard stare across the roof of his car. “I’m perfectly capable of walking twenty feet to my front door.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t,” he replied, swinging his door shut.

      “So, you don’t need to walk me.”

      “Why do you care if I walk you? Does it offend your feminine sensibilities?”

      No, because I needed to get away from him before I ripped his shirt off. “Because I’m an adult and I don’t need men smothering me with … man stuff.”

      “What kind of man stuff are we talking about here?” Griffin asked, a smile moving across his lips.

      Okay, maybe that came out wrong. “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I want to hear about all this man stuff you don’t want to be smothered with,” Griffin said. “I think I need a visual.”

      “Men,” I huffed, moving toward the front door of the condo and giving my hips just a little bit of extra swing for emphasis. Unfortunately, Griffin wasn’t deterred by my bad attitude.

      He walked me the entire way up the front walk, not pausing until we were both at the front door. I turned to him, my heart pounding in my chest, and tried to read the emotions behind his dark eyes. “Well,” I said finally. “You walked me to my front door.”

      “You’re not safely inside yet, though, are you?”

      “Really?”

      “Really what?”

      “Are you just doing this so I’ll invite you in?”

      “And what? Show you my man stuff?” Griffin’s eyes were heavy-lidded and the meaning behind his double entendre wasn’t lost on me.

      “You’re unbelievable,” I grumbled, rummaging through my small clutch purse until I found my keys. I selected the right one, slipped it in the lock and turned the handle. If I was worried about what might happen when Griffin finally said his goodbyes, I shouldn’t have been. The sight waiting for me on my couch was enough to give me nightmares for a week – and kill any romantic yearnings that I had where Griffin and his tight butt were concerned.

      “Oh my God!”

      Griffin must have misread the horror on my face, because he pushed me to the side and bolted through the door to face the terrifying scene that greeted me. His gun was in his hand (where had that been the whole night?) and all of the flirt he had been exuding only seconds before was gone.

      I’m sure Griffin has seen some horrible things. I should have prepared him for what he was walking in to, because he’ll never be able to wash that sight from his mind.

      I know I won’t be able to.

      So, was Jerry forced at gunpoint to leave the party and then return to our home? It depends on what kind of gun you’re envisioning. Actually, speaking of guns, I wonder if Griffin would loan me his so I can shoot myself in the head?

      “Aisling! I … what … where did you go?”

      I strode into the room, covering my eyes as I went. Since Jerry and Aidan were in varying stages of undress – and they’d been groping like teenagers on prom night on the couch when I opened the door -- they’d been so caught up in each other they hadn’t noticed me enter the condo.

      “I’m blind,” I screeched.

      I risked a side look at Griffin, but his face was hard to read. It was red – from the obvious embarrassment – but he looked as though he was fighting the urge to laugh as well. This was not funny.

      “Let’s not be dramatic,” Aidan said, pushing away from Jerry to leave a small gap on the couch between the two of them.

      “Not be dramatic? You’re making out with my best friend on my couch.”

      “So? We’re both adults.”

      “You’re my brother.”

      “I think that whole sharing a womb at the same time tipped me off,” Aidan drawled. “Just don’t freak out.”

      “My brother is making out with my best friend on my couch,” I said. “This is the time to freak out.”

      “You’re spazzing, and it’s not attractive,” Aidan said. “Why don’t you have a drink and calm down.” Aidan patted the open seat on the couch next to him.

      “That couch has to be burned,” I said.

      “Why? This is a nice couch.”

      Griffin cleared his throat. “Um, I’m going to leave you to … this.”

      I had almost forgotten he was still here. “Thanks for the ride, although I’m betting you’re rethinking that whole ‘walk a woman to her door’ thing you insisted on.”

      “No problem,” he said, shooting Jerry and Aidan a stern look. “You really shouldn’t have left her in Detroit to find her own way home.”

      “We thought she left with you,” Aidan said. “We never would have left her there.”

      “Why would I leave with him?” I was scandalized – and embarrassed.

      “Because you’re warm for his form,” Jerry said simply.

      “I told you to stop saying that,” I hissed.

      “What? That you’re hot for me?” Griffin looked interested.

      “No,” I shook my head, ignoring his pointed look. “Warm for your form. It’s a stupid saying and it bugs me. He and Aidan have been saying it for days.”

      “If you went home with him, Bug, things wouldn’t bug you as much,” Jerry said. “Bug being bugged. That’s kind of funny.”

      I would murder him if a cop wasn’t in the room.

      Griffin chuckled, not trying to hide his wide smile. “Well, that’s flattering. I think. I’ll … be in touch.”

      I met his gaze, feeling a weird mixture of emotions – fear, longing, regret – wash over me. “I’ll see you.”

      “You will,” Griffin agreed, shutting the door behind him as he left.

      Once it was just the three of us, I turned back to Jerry and Aidan. “Do you two want to explain yourselves?”

      “I think he likes you,” Jerry said.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” I shot back.

      “That’s good for us,” Aidan said. “If he’s hot for you, that means he can’t possibly think we’re murderers.”

      “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t know that we’re up to something,” I countered.

      “He doesn’t know what, though,” Jerry said. “He’ll never be able to figure that out. I know and I still don’t believe it.”

      “We’re getting off point.”

      “What’s the point again?” Aidan asked.

      “That you two were about to get all … groiny on my couch.”

      “Groiny? That’s not a word.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “It should be.”

      “Just chill,” Aidan said. “It’s not a big thing. We had a few drinks and we were watching some television and one thing led to another … it was an accident.”

      I glanced down at the Blu-Ray case on the table and knew he was lying. “You were watching Pretty Woman and thought that wouldn’t lead to something?”

      Pretty Woman is like catnip for Jerry.

      “Nothing happened, Bug,” Jerry said. “A few kisses, a little petting.”

      “Don’t say petting!”

      “Maybe you should get some sleep,” Aidan suggested. “You’re obviously exhausted from all the flirty looks you and Detective Taylor were giving each other all night.”

      That did it. “I can’t even look at you!”

      “Then go to bed.”

      I stalked toward my bedroom, pausing in the open door, one hand ready to slam it shut. “You better not be here in the morning and I better never hear about this ever again!”

      “Good night, Bug.”

      “Sleep well, sis.”

      Men.
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      “You’re kidding!”

      After a long night spent tossing and turning – dreams of a sweaty Griffin warring with the memory of Aidan and Jerry groping on the couch fighting for supremacy in my brain – I left the condo early, before Jerry was up.

      I just couldn’t look him in the eye.

      I went to Grimlock Manor to see how much headway my brothers had made in their research on the grimoire. Cillian and I were locked in the library – him behind a computer, me lounging on a couch pretending I was leafing through research books -- and searching for any information.

      I had promised not to tell anyone about Jerry and Aidan’s dalliance. So, of course, I lasted fifteen minutes before I broke.

      “No, I’m not kidding,” I replied. “I’m scarred for life.”

      Cillian laughed, his eyes filled with the mirth I was worried would be missing for days after his run-in with Angelina. “That’s horrifying. What did you do?”

      “I pitched a fit,” I said. “What should I have done?”

      “I don’t know,” Cillian said, shrugging. “Turn off the lights?”

      “What?”

      Cillian bit the inside of his lip as he regarded me. “Aisling, this really can’t come as a surprise to you.”

      “Of course it’s a surprise,” I said. “Aidan is my brother.”

      “And Jerry is like a brother,” Cillian said. “He’s not a real brother, though. He’s just a good friend to us. He’s only a brother to you.”

      “It’s still gross.”

      “It’s … interesting, not gross. I expected more from you.”

      “It’s not gross because they’re gay,” I clarified. “It’s gross because we’re all the same age and we all grew up together.”

      Cillian reached over and tousled my hair, stopping to examine a strand of it for a second. “I like the white highlights.”

      “Dad hates them.”

      “That’s why you put them in, isn’t it?”

      “That’s an ugly thing to say.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Let’s go back to talking about how gross Aidan and Jerry licking each other on my couch is.”

      “Licking? Don’t go into detail.” Cillian held up a hand in an attempt to keep the visual out of his mind.

      “Who was licking?” Braden poked his head into the room. When he saw it was just Cillian and me, he joined me on the couch, shifting my legs to give himself enough room to sit.

      “Aidan and Jerry were making out on the couch when Aisling got home last night,” Cillian said, his violet eyes twinkling.

      I expected Braden to freak out. Instead, a wide smile took over his handsome face. “It’s about time.”

      What the hell? “How can you not be freaking out about this?”

      “Because some of us have been waiting for it to happen for years,” Braden said.

      “What? You can’t be serious. They have nothing in common – other than being gay – and you can’t build a relationship on that.”

      “They have a lot in common and very little of it revolves around them being gay,” Braden said. “You’re just too close to the situation to see it.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “We’re close to Aidan,” Braden said.

      “You’re close to Jerry, too.” I may be angry at Jerry, but I was still his biggest cheerleader. “He’s a great guy.”

      “He’s an awesome guy,” Braden agreed. “He’s a great catch for someone.”

      “Someone who isn’t Aidan,” I grumbled.

      “Why not Aidan?” Braden asked. “Don’t you think he’s good enough for Jerry?”

      “Of course he’s good enough for Jerry,” I shot back. “Aidan is a catch, too.”

      “Then why shouldn’t they catch each other?” Cillian asked, searching my face for answers.

      “Because … because … because I said so.”

      “Because you think that if Aidan and Jerry get together, you’ll somehow lose your best friend,” Braden said.

      “I don’t think that,” I scoffed.

      Braden captured my hand with his, bringing his other hand to it to make sure I didn’t yank it away. “Jerry loves you. He’s never going to just throw you over. Not even for Aidan.”

      “I never said he was.”

      “No,” Braden agreed. “I think that’s why you’re fighting this, though.”

      “That’s ridiculous!”

      “Is it?”

      Cillian had stopped his tapping on his laptop – which was resting on his lap as he sat on the floor in front of one of the wingback chairs across from us – and waited for me to answer. The problem was, I didn’t have an answer. Was Braden right? Was I keeping Jerry from something special because I was jealous?

      “I want Jerry to be happy,” I said finally.

      “I know you do.”

      “I want Aidan to be happy, too.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t think I can share a bedroom wall with Jerry while he is banging my brother.”

      “Ugh,” Braden said, dropping my hand. “Did you have to take it there?”

      It wasn’t so funny when the shoe was on the other foot, was it? “It just freaks me out.”

      “Okay,” Braden said. “I can see that. The question is, when it comes down to it, are you going to stand in their way?”

      “They said it was just an accident,” I argued.

      “And you believed that?”

      My mind flashed to the Pretty Woman case. “No,” I admitted.

      Braden patted my hand. “Just think about it, kid,” he said. “It might be really great.”

      “How?”

      “Because, if they get together and stay together, Jerry would be an actual member of our family,” Cillian supplied.

      “He’s already a member of our family,” I grumbled.

      “Just think about it,” Braden pressed.

      I blew out a sigh. “Fine.”

      “Good girl,” Cillian said, turning back to his computer screen.

      “What are you two doing?” Braden asked.

      “Researching the grimoire,” I replied.

      “Oh, did you find anything?” Braden looked interested.

      “It’s hard,” Cillian admitted. “There are a lot of generic references to grimoires in the records. Finding a specific grimoire, though, is like finding a needle in a haystack.”

      “That’s actually a misnomer,” I offered.

      “What’s a misnomer?”

      “Finding a needle in a haystack,” I said. “If you want to be correct you should say that we’re looking for a specific needle in a pile of other needles.”

      Braden rolled his eyes. “Do you always have to be such a pain?”

      “That’s what Griffin said to me last night,” I muttered. “I am not a pain.”

      “Griffin?” Cillian’s eyes lit up. “Do you mean Detective Taylor?”

      “He had to drive me home after you all ditched me at the ball last night.”

      “We didn’t ditch you,” Cillian said. “We thought you left with Jerry and Aidan.”

      “And they said they thought I was with Griffin, like that would happen.”

      Braden and Cillian exchanged a look – and it wasn’t lost on me. I pretended I didn’t see it, but neither one of them appeared ready to let it go.

      “Do you like Griffin?” Braden asked, reaching in to tickle me for emphasis.

      I shifted away from him, irritation bubbling up. “He’s a cop.”

      “That’s not a ‘no,’” Cillian said.

      “Why can’t you like a cop?” Braden asked.

      “Because he’s investigating Aidan and me for murder.”

      “Besides that.”

      “Oh, yeah, because that’s such a little thing,” I scoffed.

      “It’s not like he believes you’re a murderer,” Cillian said. “You can tell he’s interested in you.”

      “How can you tell that?”

      “Because he watched you the entire night,” Braden supplied.

      “Oh, please, how do you know that?”

      “Because we were watching him.”

      “You were watching him? You spent all night watching him?” That was creepy.

      “If you didn’t notice, there was a decided lack of women there last night,” Braden said. “It was either watch him or watch Dad. He was more interesting.”

      “And he was watching me all night?” I tried to hide my interest.

      “Would that make you happy?” Cillian teased.

      “No.”

      “I think you like him, too,” Braden said.

      “I think you two are delusional.”

      “Fine,” Braden blew out a sigh. “Keep denying it. We know, though. It was written all over your face.”

      “Whatever,” I said, dismissing the topic of Griffin from today’s conversation agenda. “What are we going to do about the grimoire?”

      “I set up a trap and trace,” Cillian replied.

      “For those of us who aren’t computer geeks, what does that mean?”

      “It means I’ve gone to all the regular online dealers and typed in the specifics of the grimoire we’re looking for,” Cillian said.

      “And what will that get us?”

      “Maybe nothing,” Cillian said. “If someone tries to sell it, though, we’ll be able to find out who.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was something. “And you know how to do that?”

      “I’m smarter than I look.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “Because you’re never going to catch a woman with the way you look. It’s good you’re smart, so you have something to fall back on.”

      Cillian slipped the computer onto the floor and launched himself on top of me. I’ve wrestled with my brothers for as long as I can remember, so I have a few moves, but he caught me off guard and I was utterly helpless in seconds. Once he managed to pin me beneath his weight he had me at his mercy.

      “Who is the best-looking and smartest brother you have?”

      “Braden,” I laughed, despite myself.

      Cillian tickled me harder. “Who is the best-looking and smartest brother you have?”

      “Redmond.”

      “Try again.”

      “Aidan?”

      “You have thirty seconds,” Cillian warned.

      “You,” I ceded.

      “And who is your favorite brother?”

      “You.” Cillian let off just enough for me to catch him off guard and shift my hips, tumbling him onto the floor next to me. “You’re all schmucks, though.”
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      “Did everyone enjoy the ball last night?”

      Family dinners in my house are tough. My brothers make it fun but, depending on his mood, my father can make them hell. Not actual Hell, just hell on Earth. He was in a good mood tonight, though, so things were fairly light and entertaining.

      “I think Aidan had a good time,” I said pointedly, shooting him a mischievous look from across the table.

      “Oh, yeah? What did you do?”

      My family is close. We remain close by leaving Dad out of the gossip loop.

      “I hung out with Aisling,” Aidan replied through gritted teeth.

      “And Jerry,” I added.

      Aidan pursed his lips. He was angry. I didn’t blame him. I was being catty – and I knew it.

      “And Griffin,” Aidan said. He had obviously decided to play dirty, too.

      “Who is Griffin?” Dad asked.

      “Detective Taylor,” Redmond supplied, his eyes shifting between Aidan and me. It was a good bet that Cillian and Braden had filled him in on the gossip.

      “The detective who took you in for questioning? He was there?”

      “It was a police ball,” I said, fixating on my dinner plate. “I think it was probably expected of him.”

      “Did he talk to you?”

      “Not only did he talk to her, but he danced with Aisling, too,” Aidan said.

      “And he drove me home when you all ditched me,” I said, glaring at Aidan.

      “You all ditched her?” Dad didn’t look happy.

      “We thought she left with Aidan and Jerry,” Redmond said. “We never would have left her.”

      Dad turned to Aidan expectantly.

      “I thought she left with Griffin,” he said. “They were looking at each other like two dogs in heat all night.”

      “That’s enough,” Dad warned. “Don’t say things like that about your sister.”

      “Sorry,” Aidan mumbled, looking down at his dinner.

      Dad turned to me. “Are you interested in this cop?”

      “No,” I said, my voice lifting an octave.

      Braden snorted.

      “Is she interested in him?” Dad turned to Braden.

      Now Braden and Cillian were fascinated with the food on their plates.

      “We’re not really privy to the inner workings of Aisling’s mind,” Redmond supplied. He always was the diplomat in our family. “Although, if I had to guess, there’s some interest there. On both their parts.”

      He’s also an ass when he wants to be.

      Dad kept his gaze trained on me. “Is this true?”

      “No.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes. He’s not privy to our gossip, but he knows when we’re lying. I squirmed under his pointed attention. “Getting involved with a cop wouldn’t be good for us.”

      “I know that.”

      “Make sure that you do.”

      “I do. I’m not interested in him. They’re just being jerks.” My heart pinged in my chest when I told the lie. Crap.

      Dad must have considered the topic closed, because he shifted his attention to Aidan. “What are you and Aisling fighting about?”

      “Wait a second,” Redmond interrupted. “Why can’t she date the cop?”

      Dad turned back to Redmond, reluctance stifling his movement. “You know why.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “We can’t tell a cop what we do for a living,” Dad said. “The relationship would never work.”

      Redmond wasn’t convinced. “We’ve told other people, people we’ve grown close with. You told Mom.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?” Redmond pressed.

      “I married your mother.”

      “What if Aisling marries Griffin?” Aidan asked, suddenly on my side again. “I don’t see why she can’t eventually tell him if it gets that far. We’re putting the cart ahead of the horse.”

      Wait, am I the horse in this analogy?

      “Do you think a cop is going to understand what we do?” Dad looked nonplussed.

      “I think it depends on the cop,” Aidan said. “We don’t know enough about Griffin to say either way.”

      “So, she shouldn’t get involved with him,” Dad replied. “It’s pretty simple.”

      “I think we shouldn’t be talking about this,” I said, my voice low.

      “I think we should let Aisling decide on her own,” Cillian said. “They’ve only known each other a few days. We don’t even know if he could put up with her attitude. I don’t think we should be worrying about forever when we don’t even know if a month is an option.”

      “Or, we could just nip it in the bud here,” Dad countered. “That seems like the smart thing to me.”

      “Or, we could pretend Aisling is a grownup,” Redmond said.

      “Do you even like this cop?” I thought he was asking me, but his attention was focused on Redmond.

      “I don’t know him well enough to like him or not,” Redmond hedged.

      “You don’t like him.” Dad sat back in his chair so he could take us all in. “If Redmond doesn’t like him, he’s obviously not good for Aisling.”

      “So I can’t date a guy unless you all like him?” I tried to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “When did that become the rule?”

      “It’s always been the rule,” Dad said.

      “It wasn’t the rule when Cillian dated Angelina.” It was a low blow, and I regretted it the minute I said it.

      Cillian cleared his throat. “I don’t think that’s making your case. We all know how that turned out.”

      “And Griffin isn’t Angelina,” Aidan said. “So far, all we know about him is that he’s a cop.”

      “And he’s suspicious of you and your sister,” Dad added.

      “For now,” Braden said. “When this is over, things might be different.”

      “Well, why don’t we cross that bridge when we get there,” Dad said, his tone gruff. “By the way, someone needs to go on a night run tonight.”

      The drastic swerve in topics was vertigo inducing.

      “I’ll do it,” Braden said. “Let’s go back to Detective Taylor.”

      Dad slammed his fork down on the table. “We’re done talking about Detective Taylor. He’s not going to be a problem because Aisling isn’t going to let him be a problem, right?”

      My throat was dry, but I answered. “Right.”

      “Good,” Dad said. “Aisling can collect the soul tonight.

      “Alone?” Redmond looked angry.

      “It’s a comatose patient in the hospital,” Dad said. “He’s been there for ten years. Nothing can go wrong. You’ll have to go cloaked, but it should be easy.”

      I nodded, my mind busy with other thoughts. “Fine.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Aidan offered.

      I sent him a mental apology wrapped in a small smile but shook my head. “No, I can do it by myself.”

      Dad puffed out his chest, exuding pride. “See.”

      “This family is a trip,” Braden grumbled, turning his attention back to his food. “And not a good one. We’re like the family trip to Ohio instead of the family trip to Disney World.”

      I followed Braden’s example and focused on my dinner, shoveling a spoonful of peas into my mouth. I couldn’t help but agree with him.

      

      COLLECTING souls in a hospital is mundane and tedious. The truth is, a high percentage of people pass away in hospitals. And, since we have to collect souls soon after they pass so they can’t wander away, we often find ourselves in busy emergency rooms and intensive care units – which means we have to make ourselves invisible for the trip.

      We don’t have a cloak, like Harry Potter, but we do have a ring. The ring, which looks like a gaudy family heirloom, masks us so humans can’t see us. It doesn’t hide our voices, though, and it doesn’t stop people from accidentally bumping into us either. It also doesn’t hide us from other supernaturals. The odds of me running into one of those on this job, though, were pretty slim.

      The other problem with hospital gigs is that they take some time to pass. The list we’re supplied with usually provides us a general time. It doesn’t take into account life-saving efforts, though. That’s why I spent the last hour watching eight people try to breathe life back into Don White, age eighty-eight.

      His soul detached from his body about fifteen minutes into the effort. I should have just collected it then, but I was curious. And, truth be told, I didn’t want to return to the condo and face Jerry just yet.

      So, I watched.

      Once time of death was called, Don remained standing next to his body, watching it with a detached curiosity, as all of the nurses and doctors left the room. When it was just the two of us, I slipped the ring off and approached him.

      “Mr. White?”

      “I felt you,” he said.

      “You felt me?” I was confused.

      “You’re an angel, aren’t you?”

      “Kind of,” I replied.

      “Am I going to Heaven?”

      I had read his file in the parking lot before entering the building. “Yes.”

      “Will my wife be there?”

      That was a difficult question. “I hope so.”

      He turned to me, his knobby knees poking out from the hospital gown. “You don’t know?”

      I shrugged. “Was your wife a good person?’

      “She was the best.”

      “Then I’m sure she’ll be there waiting for you.”

      “Good,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to be in a place where she wasn’t.”

      “So, you’re ready?” I pulled the scepter out of my pocket.

      “I’ve been ready for twenty years.”

      That was sad. I pushed it out of my mind, though. “This won’t hurt.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, shrugging. “Let’s just go. I’m ready to see my hereafter. I’m ready to see my family again.”

      I wish they could all be this easy.

      Don was watching me expectantly. He was old and resigned, but he was still curious. He wanted to see every aspect of the process.

      I smiled reassuringly. I turned my head to the door when his gaze unexpectedly shifted there, mentally cursing myself for taking the ring off. How was I going to explain my presence here?

      It wasn’t a doctor or a nurse, though. It wasn’t an orderly coming to collect the body. What walked through the door was seven feet of pasty hell wrapped in a black cloak. It was a wraith.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The wraith didn’t bother looking at me. I couldn’t see his face under the cloak – not that I wanted to. I took a step protectively toward Don.

      “I thought you said I was going to Heaven,” he squeaked.

      “Don’t go with him,” I warned before focusing all of my attention on the wraith. I had never seen one up close before. “This is my soul.”

      The wraith acted as though he didn’t hear me so I took another step toward him. “He’s not for you.”

      The wraith finally reacted to my presence. He turned to me and I could see the horror under the cowl up close and personal. I opened my mouth to yell before realizing how fruitless that endeavor would be. It didn’t matter anyway. The wraith cast his arm out, catching me with it, and tossing me toward the window behind me.

      The window was large. A nurse had closed the blinds when Don coded, so no one could see what was happening unless they were looking through the small window in the door.

      I didn’t expect the wraith to be so strong. He was tall, but he looked frail. I thought he would have to put some effort into moving me from my spot. I was wrong. He barely touched me. I could feel evil crawling all over my skin, spreading from the point of origin on my abdomen where his arm caught me, before I realized that I was in real trouble.

      Then, I was flying through the air and crashing through the observation window – glass shattering in an explosion as I hit it.

      The last thing I saw was Don’s terrified face as the wraith moved toward him. Then everything went black.
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      “She looks dead.”

      “She’s not dead.”

      “She might be dead. How would we know? We’re not doctors.”

      “She would show up on the list, you idiot.”

      “You’re all idiots. Shut up.”

      I fought to open my eyes, but they felt glued shut. It was too bad I couldn’t say the same thing about my ears. “You guys are giving me a headache,” I groaned, reaching up to feel whether my forehead was unusually large. For some reason, my head felt really big.

      “I think that was flying through a plate glass window.” I recognized Aidan’s voice.

      I finally managed to wrench my eyes open and five concerned faces swam into view. Despite their jovial words, there was a tense vibe slumping far too many sets of broad shoulders.

      “How are you feeling, kid?” Redmond asked, rubbing my hand, worry etched across his face.

      “Not so great. What happened?”

      “We were about to ask you that.”

      My mind was a jumble of memories. “I’m not sure. Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital,” Aidan said.

      “She’s knows that, dummy,” Braden griped. “Even with a scrambled brain she can recognize a hospital. She’s not you.”

      “Then why did she ask?”

      “Because she was making conversation. She’s a girl. She likes to talk.”

      “Shut up,” Dad growled. “You’re all giving me a headache.”

      “How long have I been here?”

      “A couple of hours,” Dad said. “They called us when they found you.”

      “When they found me?” My memory was still fuzzy, although a vision of a terrified face managed to cut through the fog. I bolted upright in bed, immediately wishing I hadn’t. “Don White.”

      “He was the soul you were here to collect,” Cillian prodded. “Do you remember?”

      “It took forever,” I said. “They did CPR on him for more than a half hour. Once they were finally gone, I remember taking off the ring so I could talk to him.”

      “You took off the ring?” Redmond asked, his eyes flashing. “Why?”

      “So he could see me.”

      “Why didn’t you just absorb his soul?” Dad asked, working to keep his tone neutral.

      “Because he was confused and he had a few questions,” I said, picking at a few nubs on the blanket across my lap in an effort to avoid Dad’s probing gaze. “I only talked to him for a few minutes.”

      Since I was in the hospital, Dad was fighting the urge to wring my neck. “And then what happened?”

      “He was ready to go,” I said. “I had the scepter out and then something caught his eye by the door. When I turned, there was a wraith.”

      Redmond sucked in a breath. “A wraith? Here? In the hospital? How is that even possible?”

      “He was probably cloaked,” Cillian replied.

      “How?”

      “The same way we can cloak if we want to,” Cillian said.

      “But she could see it,” Aidan pointed out.

      “She’s supernatural,” Cillian reminded him.

      “Barely.”

      Dad pointed at Cillian and Aidan and then held his index finger to his lips to silence them. “What happened then?”

      “I told it to back off, that Don was my soul. Then I took a step toward it … .”

      “You took a step toward it?” Redmond looked incredulous. “Why would you do that?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. It seemed like the thing to do at the time.”

      “Well, for future reference, if you’re in a small room with a wraith, don’t walk toward it,” Redmond said.

      “Good to know. Now.”

      “I’m still unsure how you ended up thrown through a window,” Dad pressed.

      “The wraith just kind of … flicked his arm out … and the next thing I know I’m flying through the window.”

      “It touched you?” Braden was incensed.

      “Kind of,” I said, mimicking the wraith’s actions for their edification. “It’s more like it just kind of swept me aside. Like I wasn’t even there.”

      Redmond fixed his eyes on Dad. “They’re not usually that strong, are they?”

      “Not generally,” he replied, choosing his words carefully. “The whole thing about wraiths is that they’re supernatural, but they’re not really here. They’re straddling the line between life and death – living only by absorbing souls. They usually can’t get their hands on enough souls to gain real strength. They’re more like ghouls than anything else.”

      “So this wraith has been eating his Wheaties and is stronger than he’s supposed to be?” Aidan obviously wasn’t thrilled with the prospect.

      “What if they all are?” Braden asked.

      “All are what?” My pounding head was making it hard to keep up with the conversation.

      “All of them are bulking up on souls,” Braden continued. “What if they’re trying to make themselves stronger for a reason?”

      “What reason?” I asked.

      “That’s the question, isn’t it,” Dad said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “We have to find out why the wraiths are here – and what they’re doing.”

      “That sounds like an easy task,” I grumbled.

      “We have a bigger problem right now,” Redmond said, pointing outside the window of my room. We all turned to see what he was talking about, and I groaned as I did because my back was so sore.

      “Oh, crap,” Aidan said. “What is Detective Taylor doing here?”

      “What do you think?” Cillian replied. “He’s tracking Aisling’s name. The minute she was tossed through that window and the hospital staff went through her stuff to find out who she was, it was only a matter of time.”

      A flicker of panic ran through me. “What are we going to tell him?”

      As though sensing we were talking about him, Griffin looked up and met my gaze through the glass. It was almost as though an electrical current shot through me, lasting a few seconds before he broke the connection. Griffin nodded to the nurse behind the desk and then started moving toward my room.

      “Just let me handle this,” Aidan said calmly. “I’m the best under pressure.”

      “You are not,” Braden scoffed. “I am.”

      “Neither one of you are,” Dad corrected them. “I’m going to do the talking, and you guys are going to pretend you lost your tongues in an industrial accident.”

      “That’s going to seriously affect my love life,” Braden grumbled.

      “Don’t be obnoxious,” Dad ordered.

      Griffin knocked on the door before opening it. He glanced at my brothers and father in turn and then focused his attention on me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore.”

      “I bet.” Griffin moved to the side of my bed where Redmond and Braden stood. “What happened?”

      “She’s having trouble remembering,” Dad answered for me.

      Griffin raised his eyebrows. “And you are?”

      Dad was affronted. “Cormack Grimlock. I’m her father.”

      Griffin tipped his chin up in acknowledgement. “I guess I should have guessed that. You all have a few family traits that are hard to deny.”

      “Good looks,” Aidan suggested.

      “I was going to say black hair and purple eyes, but we can go with good looks if that makes you feel better,” Griffin replied, his tone flat.

      “I’m going with good looks,” Aidan said, glancing at Cillian for support.

      Cillian wasn’t impressed. “Why don’t you fall down under the sheer weight of your ego more often?”

      “I’m ripped,” Aidan replied.

      “You’re a moron,” Dad shot back.

      “In other words, just sit there and look pretty,” Redmond offered.

      “All of you sit there and look pretty,” Dad growled.

      Griffin smiled, but the expression didn’t make it all the way up to his dark eyes. “You still haven’t told me why you were here,” he prodded.

      “I said she doesn’t remember,” Dad said.

      “Why don’t you let your daughter answer my questions, sir,” Griffin said. “She was the one involved in the incident.”

      I clasped my hands in my lap as I considered what to say. “It’s really a jumble.”

      “Maybe you’re being distracted by all your family,” Griffin said. “Why don’t you guys go out and wait in the hall. That will make my questions go that much quicker. The nurse said that Aisling suffered a concussion and multiple contusions, but that they were going to cut her loose on your promise, Mr. Grimlock, that you would have a private physician check her over at your home. I’m not sure taking her out of the hospital so quickly after an accident of this nature is a good idea, but if you plan on following through with your plan I suggest letting me ask my questions to move things along.”

      I was stunned by Griffin’s bluntness and, one look at my father’s face told me he was, too. No one talks to Cormack Grimlock like that. When you have money, people kiss your ass. When you have a temper, people cower in fear. When you have both? Clear the room, folks, things are about to get ugly.

      “Are you trying to kick me out of my daughter’s room?”

      “I’m telling you it would probably behoove you to remove yourself from the situation, yes,” Griffin said.

      “Under what authority?” Dad’s voice was booming , his chest puffed out like a tomcat protecting his turf against another furry invader. I was waiting for the hissing and claws to come out.

      “The authority of the City of Detroit,” Griffin responded, his voice even and cold. “Ms. Grimlock was in a closed hospital room with a dead body, and she ended up flying through a window and getting knocked unconscious. Someone needs to explain that.”

      “She doesn’t remember,” Dad seethed.

      “I’d like to hear that from her.”

      “You just did.”

      “No, I didn’t. What I’ve heard is you answer questions for her and her brothers talk about how good-looking they all are. That leads me to believe you’re hiding something,” Griffin said.

      Crap on toast.

      “I’m calling my lawyer,” Dad announced.

      “That’s certainly your prerogative,” Griffin said. “It seems a little heavy-handed for this situation, but if you feel it’s necessary, go ahead. Since Aisling isn’t under arrest … yet … a lawyer really has no purpose in these proceedings, though.”

      “Dad,” I mumbled. “I’ll be fine. Just wait outside.”

      Dad looked uncertain. He glanced down at me, taking in the set line of my jaw, and then ran his hand over the back of my head and dropped a quick kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

      “I know.”

      Dad moved toward the door, stopping at the foot of my bed to shoot a look of derision in Griffin’s direction, and then snapped his fingers. “She’d better not need me, Detective Taylor. Let’s go boys.”

      “What are we, dogs now?” Aidan grumbled as he followed Dad out into the hallway.

      Once they were gone, Griffin grabbed one of the chairs from the corner of the room and pulled it closer to my bed. “Your family is a trip.”

      “They’re just protective,” I replied, trying to keep my voice even. “I think they were worried I wouldn’t wake up.”

      “I can see that,” Griffin said, focusing on my face. I hadn’t seen my reflection yet, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what I eventually saw. “Getting a call that your daughter has been thrown through a window could probably be a little jarring.”

      I nodded, unsure of what answer I should supply.

      “So,” Griffin pressed on. “Why were you here?”

      “I was supposed to meet the daughter of a client here,” I replied.

      “In the hospital?”

      “Her father was sick and they were looking for money to pay for his health care,” I said, warming up to my lie. “They had two antique pieces – a lighter and a set of candlesticks from the Revolutionary War – and they said they had them locked in their car.”

      “What is the name of your clients?”

      “You’ll have to check that with my father,” I said. “We promise anonymity. I can’t really remember now anyway.”

      “It wasn’t the family of Don White, though?”

      “I don’t know who that is,” I lied. “That name doesn’t sound familiar, though, so I think I can honestly say he wasn’t our client.”

      “Then what were you doing in Don White’s room?”

      I shrugged, the motion causing pain at the base of my neck. I leaned forward and ran my hand over my upper back cautiously, fingering a few shallow cuts as I did. Great. I guess I wasn’t going to sleeveless for the next few weeks. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know why you were in the room?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I can’t remember.”

      “What is the last thing you do remember?”

      I ran my hand over my lips as though deep in thought, committing to my performance. “Walking down the hall,” I said finally.

      “The hall outside Don White’s room?”

      “I don’t know where this Don White’s room was, let alone why I was in it.”

      “Don White was an elderly gentleman who had been in a coma for ten years,” Griffin supplied. “He coded this evening and died in a room around the corner. The emergency personnel tried to save him but, after they called time of death, everyone left the room and notified the orderlies that he should be moved down to the morgue.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “All the hospital personnel say that the room was empty when they left,” Griffin continued. “Then, all of a sudden, you flew through the window and landed on the other side. When they rushed back into the room, they said it was empty.”

      “That’s weird.” Really? What else am I supposed to say? An invisible seven-foot-tall soul sucker tossed me through the window? I don’t think that will go over well.

      “And you don’t remember any of this?”

      “No,” I said, forcing my eyes to meet his. “I have no idea.”

      Griffin looked disappointed, which sent a jolt of guilt straight to my stomach – although I have no idea why. Lying comes with this business. It’s not like I have a choice – or Griffin could do anything about the situation even if he knew. I felt guilty all the same, though. I need some ice cream.

      Griffin blew out a sigh and then got to his feet. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” He was just going to let this go?

      “I have no reason to hold you,” he said. “You didn’t technically do anything illegal. Maybe you’ll have more answers after a good night’s sleep.”

      “Maybe,” I murmured.

      Griffin instinctively reached over and patted my hand. “Feel better.”

      “Thanks.”

      He turned and moved toward the closed hospital room door. I could see my family standing on the other side, waiting to see what would happen next. Griffin paused and glanced back at me. “I don’t know what you’re up to,” he said. “You can tell me, though. I might be able to help.”

      That wasn’t an option – no matter how much I wished otherwise. “I wish I could tell you more.”

      “Me, too,” Griffin said, shaking his head. “Me, too.”
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      “I can’t believe no one called me.”

      Despite my firm assertions that I felt fine – raging pain coursing through my back notwithstanding – my father insisted that I spend the night at Grimlock Manor. So, here I was, snuggled up in my childhood bed, with Aidan laying on one side of me while Jerry paced back and forth on the other.

      “We didn’t have a lot of time,” Aidan offered. “When we got the call, everyone panicked. Then Dad started screaming at everyone because they panicked. Then there was an argument over who would drive. Then we finally got to the hospital. We didn’t think to do anything else.”

      “Who won?”

      “Who won what?”

      “The driving argument?” I was genuinely curious.

      “Redmond won,” Aidan said.

      “Dad let Redmond drive?” I was surprised.

      “He was a little worked up,” Aidan admitted. “In fact, I haven’t seen him that flustered since … well, you know.”

      Unfortunately I did. The only time I had ever seen a crack in Cormack Grimlock’s armor was the day my mother died. This was an interesting, if somewhat frightening, development.

      “I still don’t understand why no one thought to call me,” Jerry complained. He had arrived at Grimlock Manor thirty minutes earlier – a duffel bag in hand – and he hadn’t shut up since.

      “Maybe they didn’t think you’d take it well,” I suggested, leaning carefully back on my pillows. The bed was queen-sized but it fell small with Aidan and Jerry gobbling up all the oxygen in the room. I didn’t want them to get any ideas.

      “Why wouldn’t I take it well?” Jerry shrieked. “I’m good in a crisis.”

      “Obviously.”

      Jerry glared at me and then bounced on the bed, causing me to cringe when the reverberations traveled up my back.

      “Hey, chill out, dude,” Aidan warned. “Her back is a mess.”

      Jerry looked contrite. “I’m sorry, Bug. I would know these things if I had been called to the hospital like a proper best friend should be.”

      “It’s fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Jerry countered.

      “Thanks.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Detective Taylor didn’t seem to care how rough she looked,” Aidan teased.

      I pinched his wrist viciously. “You have a big mouth.”

      “Griffin? Griffin came and visited you in the hospital?” Jerry was intrigued. “That sounds promising.”

      “He didn’t come to visit me,” I corrected him. “He came to find out what I was doing in a dead guy’s room and how I ended up getting thrown through a window when no one else was in the room. He was a little confused, not that I blame him.”

      “Oh.” Jerry’s face lost some of its initial excitement. “Oh! How did you explain it?”

      “She lied like a pro,” Aidan said, clearly proud.

      The knot returned to my stomach at his words. My frown wasn’t lost on Jerry. He knew me too well.

      “I don’t think Aisling likes lying to Griffin.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?” Aidan can be oblivious when he wants to be. “I can’t believe she came up with such a great lie. Dad is trying to figure out a client he can offer up to Griffin if he shows up tomorrow.”

      “Because she likes him, you idiot,” Jerry said, reaching over and flicking Aidan on the ear. Even that minimal contact was enough to make me uncomfortable.

      “I do not like him,” I argued.

      “Yeah, that’s written all over your face,” Jerry said. “Your poor, puffy face. You’re just lucky you didn’t go through the window face first. You need to catch Griffin with your looks and then reel him in with your personality when he gets to know you. He’s not going to get caught by your personality without a little help.”

      “Hey!”

      “It’s a little abrasive, Bug,” Jerry brushed off my righteous indignation. “When people get to know you, they end up liking you. It takes a while, though.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know,” Jerry said, patting me on the hand. “So, how did you leave things?”

      “I told him I didn’t know why I was in the room,” I said. “I said my mind was a blank – no jokes, Aidan, I’m not in the mood. He said maybe I would remember more after a good night’s sleep.”

      Jerry looked disappointed. “And he didn’t try to kiss you or anything?”

      “No.”

      Aidan smirked. “If he tried to touch her with the five of us standing on the other side of the door – watching his every move – he would have the biggest balls in the world.”

      “I’m betting he does,” Jerry said, his eyes twinkling. “That’s why he keeps hanging around even though Aisling is … difficult.”

      “I’m not difficult,” I grumbled. “And can we not talk about his balls?”

      Aidan chuckled. “Fine,” he acquiesced. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “I want to know why the wraith was there in the first place.”

      “Redmond, Cillian and Braden are on that,” Aidan replied.

      This was the first I was hearing about this. “How?”

      “They’re going to Panorama tonight,” Aidan replied.

      Panorama was a local paranormal bar in Ferndale. A coven of area witches had placed a spell on it that gave normal humans a “push” away from the building. So, even though they couldn’t understand why, if a human came into proximity with the establishment they felt an overwhelming urge to stay away. That’s how Panorama managed to keep the clientele so specific.

      “What do they think they’re going to pick up there – besides women?” I asked.

      “What’s Panorama?” Jerry asked, confused.

      I ignored the question and fixed Aidan with a hard stare.

      “If anyone knows anything about the wraiths, they’ll probably be at Panorama,” Aidan said. “It makes sense to go.”

      “And will Braden, Cillian and Redmond be able to ferret out this information before they’re distracted by something with big boobs and low-waisted jeans?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to ask them that,” Aidan said, although he didn’t look convinced himself.

      “Why haven’t you ever taken me to this Panorama?” Jerry asked.

      “Because you can’t go in,” I replied. “You’re normal.”

      “You’ve clearly never seen me with my shirt off,” Jerry said, flexing his bicep for emphasis.

      I caught Aidan staring at the movement out of the corner of my eye. Great. This little flirtation clearly wasn’t going away soon.

      “I mean you’re not paranormal,” I clarified. “You can’t go in unless you are.”

      “Well, that’s discrimination,” Jerry sniffed.

      “I’ll take it up with management next time I’m there,” I sighed, stifling a yawn.

      Aidan noticed my fatigue, despite my best efforts to hide it. “What movie do you want to fall to sleep to?” He climbed off the bed and rummaged through the desk for the remote control to the television.

      “I don’t care.”

      Aidan and Jerry exchanged a look.

      “No Pretty Woman,” I growled.

      “How about The Avengers?” Jerry suggested, snuggling in next to me.

      I could handle a little Thor. “Fine,” I said. “No commenting on their bodies, though. I’m hurt, and I don’t want you guys making it worse by getting all animated and reenacting the fight scenes like you usually do.”

      “Don’t think you can handle it?” Aidan teased, climbing carefully back onto the bed in an effort not to jostle me.

      “I don’t think I can tolerate you two arguing about who has the better body, Captain America or Thor,” I admitted.

      “I like Mark Ruffalo,” Jerry said. “He’s like a cute little bear.”

      Whatever. I had serious doubts I would be able to stay awake long enough for Thor to even make his entrance. Oh, look at that, I was right. I dropped off to sleep before the opening scene even blinked on the screen, letting Jerry and Aidan’s murmured movie observations lull me into dreamland.
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      “Why don’t we have pancakes?” Cillian whined at the breakfast table the next morning, rubbing his head and reaching for the bottle of aspirin in the middle of the table.

      “Because Aisling wanted an omelet,” Dad replied, never looking up from the newspaper he was reading at the head of the table.

      “But I have a hangover,” Cillian said.

      “And she was thrown through a glass window and can barely walk,” Dad countered. “You always have a hangover; Aisling almost never gets thrown through a window. You’re not the one in pain here.”

      “I’m fine,” I announced, shoveling a forkful of eggs, tomatoes and onions into my mouth. My pain meds had kicked in twenty minutes ago. I was beyond feeling anything but joy at the moment.

      “Since when did I become your least favorite child?” Cillian complained.

      “You’re not my least favorite child,” Dad replied. “That honor goes to Aidan this morning.”

      “What did I do?” Aidan asked, surprised at being singled out.

      “I’m sure you did something,” Redmond grumbled, draining a glass of water and immediately reaching over to the pitcher to refill his glass. “You always do something.”

      “Rough night?” I asked him.

      Redmond merely growled in response.

      “I still want to know why I’m the least favorite child in this family,” Aidan said. “I am nothing if not delightful.”

      “I think it’s the way you dress,” Braden said, rubbing his forehead.

      Aidan glanced down at his silk pajamas. “These are monogrammed.”

      “That doesn’t make them any less weird,” Cillian said.

      “They are weird,” Dad agreed. “That’s not why he’s my least favorite child today, though.”

      Okay, I’ll bite. “And why is he your least favorite child?”

      “Because, at two in the morning, I was awakened by the sound of something breaking,” Dad explained. “I was worried, since it was outside your bedroom. I thought maybe you had fallen or something on the way to the bathroom.”

      “You were going to help her go to the bathroom?” Redmond looked scandalized. “That’s not weird or uncomfortable at all.”

      Dad ignored him. “Instead of Aisling, though. I found Aidan and Jerry pretending they were superheroes in the hallway – complete with towels tied around their necks.”

      “How do you know we were superheroes?” Aidan asked.

      “Because my only other option was flying nuns,” Dad replied. “And I could hear the movie playing in Aisling’s room so I had a pretty good idea that you thought you were Captain America.”

      “Captain America can’t fly,” Aidan countered.

      “I’m surprised you weren’t trying to pretend you were Black Widow,” Braden said, shooting Aidan a smirk. “You would look great in that outfit.”

      Aidan flipped him off in response.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” I admitted.

      “You were out like a light,” Dad agreed. “That’s the only reason I didn’t beat the two of them with a belt.”

      “What did they break?” Redmond asked.

      “A very rare statue.”

      “That ugly lion?” Cillian asked. “Good. That thing was creepy.”

      “It was a family heirloom,” Dad corrected. “It was priceless.”

      “Well, now it’s junk,” Aidan said. “I was trying to do a kick and I missed.”

      “How much did you guys have to drink?” Braden asked. “You don’t seem to have a hangover.”

      “We didn’t have anything to drink,” Aidan replied. “We were just high on life.”

      “I told you that would happen,” I said. “Watching The Avengers turns them into horny little devils with delusions of grandeur.”

      The sound of a throat clearing on the other side of the room caught everyone’s attention. Jerry was standing there – in his own set of silk pajamas – but he wasn’t alone. Griffin was a few feet behind him.

      “Look who I found waiting in the foyer.” Jerry looked both excited and concerned.

      “Good morning,” I greeted Griffin brightly. For some reason, my meds were making me giddy.

      “You look better,” Griffin said after a beat. “Kind of.”

      I ran a hand through my hair, my fingers snagging on a few snarls, and then shrugged. “I’m eating breakfast.”

      Griffin couldn’t hide his smile. “Pain meds?”

      “Either that or she found some pot when we weren’t looking,” Redmond said.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to say pot to a police officer,” Braden said.

      “I told the maid to keep Detective Taylor waiting in the foyer until we were done with breakfast,” Dad said.

      “You knew he was here? That doesn’t seem very polite.”

      Dad shook his head, still refusing to put the newspaper down. “Eat your omelet.”

      “And drink your juice,” Jerry ordered, motioning to the open seat on my left. “Have a seat, Griffin. What do you like in your omelet?”

      Griffin looked uncertain. “I’m not here for breakfast.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” I said, shoving another forkful into my mouth.

      “It would be rude not to offer him breakfast,” Jerry said, directing the comment at my father. “He’s a hardworking civil servant, after all.”

      Dad sighed. “Fine, he can have an omelet.”

      “Yay!” Jerry clapped his hands together. “Sit here,” he instructed and moved toward the end of the table where Aidan and Redmond were sitting. “So, what were we talking about?”

      Griffin still didn’t look sure about eating breakfast with us, but he pulled a chair out and slid into it.

      “Dad was telling us how you and Aidan thought you were superheroes last night,” Braden offered.

      “Or flying nuns,” Redmond snickered.

      “We didn’t think we were superheroes,” Jerry corrected Braden. “We were imagining what it would be like to be Thor.”

      “And you broke a priceless statue,” Dad said.

      “An ugly statue,” Cillian shot back. “That thing was creepy.”

      Dad finally lowered the newspaper. “They were still being immature when Aisling was trying to sleep.”

      “Please,” Redmond scoffed. “Those pills knocked her out before we even left the house. The house could have burned down and she wouldn’t have noticed.”

      “That still doesn’t change the fact that they were acting like idiots when your sister was hurt,” Dad replied, not bothering to hide his irritation.

      “At least they weren’t being the Hulk,” I offered. “Jerry says he’s like a cuddly little bear. That would have been a disaster if the Hulk decided to smash.”

      “Don’t encourage them,” Dad ordered.

      “Yeah, Aisling,” Redmond smiled. “You’ll be Dad’s least favorite child today if you continue to encourage them.”

      “She can’t be my least favorite child today because you’re all much more annoying,” Dad countered.

      I stuck my tongue out at Redmond. He returned the gesture.

      “So, you do this often?” Griffin asked.

      “Act like we’re still in middle school? Yeah,” Braden said, picking at his omelet. “I agree with Cillian; we should have had pancakes. My stomach can’t take eggs right now.”

      “Whose fault is that?” Dad challenged.

      “Sergio.”

      “Who is Sergio?” I asked.

      “He was the bartender last night,” Braden replied. “We tipped well so he poured well.”

      “Isn’t that the story of your life?”

      “Drink your juice,” Braden ordered.

      I did as I was told.

      “You guys went to the bar last night? It doesn’t exactly sound like you were prostrate with worry over Aisling’s little predicament,” Griffin pointed out.

      “She had Aidan and Jerry,” Cillian said. “There isn’t enough room in that bed for six of us.”

      “You slept with your brother and your best friend?” Griffin seemed mildly creeped out.

      “It wasn’t dirty,” I said. “Besides, I could have slept with an entire football team and not noticed.” Yes, I realize how that sounded, but it was out of my mouth before my mind had a chance to catch up.

      Redmond broke out into a hearty laugh. “So, we’ve moved on from middle school to high school.”

      I wrinkled my nose at him.

      “That is not funny,” Dad said.

      “Gang bangs are never funny,” Jerry agreed.

      “Gang what?” Dad furrowed his brow, perplexed.

      “No one answer that,” Redmond ordered. “We’ll all be locked in our rooms without food for the rest of the day if someone explains that.”

      “Not Aisling,” Aidan said. “She’s Dad’s favorite today.”

      That was a new development. I can’t remember ever being Dad’s favorite.

      “She certainly is,” Dad agreed.

      Griffin looked surprised when a maid slipped a full plate – omelet, hash browns and toast – in front of him. “Thank you.”

      “It’s good,” I prodded him. “We spare no expense on food preparation.”

      Griffin smiled and tentatively took a bite. “This is good.”

      “I told you,” I said. “See, Griffin is glad we have omelets.”

      “Well, bully for him,” Braden grumbled. “You know I don’t like eggs.”

      “So eat the hash browns and toast,” I suggested.

      “How long do those happy pills last?” Braden asked. “I prefer Aisling grumpy and sexually repressed.”

      “Hey!”

      Griffin’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. Dad didn’t seem to appreciate his reaction.

      “Why are you here, Detective Taylor?”

      Griffin swallowed. “I just wanted to see if Aisling remembered anything else,” he said. “I’m guessing, thanks to her meds, that’s probably not going to happen today.”

      “No,” Dad agreed.

      “I was wondering if you could verify the clients she was meeting at the hospital, though?”

      “Of course,” Dad replied, not missing a beat. “David and Cynthia Braxton. I was in contact with them this morning. They don’t mind me passing their name and contact information over to you.”

      Dad must have been busy with some finagling this morning.

      Griffin looked surprised at how gracious my father was being. “Um, great.”

      “Isn’t it?” Dad said, his eyes bright with faux innocence. “Stop it, you two.”

      I glanced down the table and saw Aidan and Jerry sharing food from each other’s plates.

      “We’re not doing anything,” Aidan complained.

      “Well, stop doing whatever it is you’re not doing,” Dad ordered.

      “He’s such a killjoy,” Aidan muttered.

      “I heard that.”

      When breakfast was over, I managed to get to my feet – even though my equilibrium was clearly off – and I walked Griffin to the front door. “I’m sorry you had to sit through that.”

      “It’s fine,” Griffin said, reaching over and pushing a strand of hair from my face. The small gesture caused a flood of heat to rush to my cheeks. “I like seeing you with them, even if you are a little high on life this morning.”

      “Why? They’re idiots.”

      “Idiot is a strong word.”

      “You have a better word?”

      “Family,” Griffin said, shrugging. “You’re a family. Even Jerry.”

      “Yeah, Jerry might be actual family before it’s all said and done,” I grumbled, my eyes narrowing at the thought.

      Griffin chuckled. “Something tells me that’s going to be all right.”

      Something told me that, too – even though I didn’t want to admit it out loud.

      “I’m sorry I don’t remember anything,” I said.

      “I am, too,” Griffin admitted. “Maybe you will, though, in time.”

      “Maybe.” Probably not.

      Griffin opened the door and moved to step through it, stopping before I could shut the door behind him.

      “I know there’s something going on here you don’t want to tell me,” he said. “I have a feeling your whole family – and probably Jerry, too – is in on it. I just want you to know that, when you’re ready to tell me, I’m ready to listen.”

      It was a nice offer – and part of me really wanted to take it – but it wasn’t an option.

      “Um, okay, thanks.”

      Griffin took a step back in my direction, his lips hovering a few inches from mine. Instead of pressing them together, though, he brushed them against my forehead before pulling back. His face was flushed with color and he looked embarrassed at his own brazenness. “So, uh, feel better.”

      I had lost all rational thought, so all I could do was wave goodbye. What is going on here?
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      When I got back to the dining room, I found it empty. I followed the sound of voices until it led me to Dad’s office. Everyone, including Jerry, was congregated inside. Since my mind was still mulling the near-kiss, Jerry’s presence didn’t strike me as particularly odd.

      “What are we talking about?”

      “Is your friend gone?” Dad asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Did he kiss you?” Jerry asked, barely containing his excitement.

      “He better not have,” Dad said.

      Jerry shot a disappointed look at my father. “Why not?”

      “Dad doesn’t like him,” Redmond said.

      “Why not? He’s hot.” Jerry wasn’t going to let this go.

      “I’ll let you be the judge of that,” Dad replied. “He’s still a police officer. A police officer investigating Aisling and Aidan in conjunction with a murder, I might add.”

      “So?” Jerry really can be clueless sometimes.

      “So, it’s not like she can be honest with a cop,” Dad said.

      “Why not?”

      “That’s what I said,” Aidan interjected. “He’ll probably be a little put off at first, but I think he can handle it.”

      “Why would he?” Now Dad was the one being oblivious.

      “Because he’s warm for Aisling’s form,” Jerry replied.

      “Stop saying that,” I snapped.

      “I agree,” Dad said. “In fact, if I hear that come out of your mouth again, I’m banning you from this house. We have bigger problems right now.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, wedging myself between Braden and Cillian on the couch. “What did you guys find out last night? Besides the fact that alcohol and information gathering don’t mix?”

      “I’ll have you know that we had a very successful information hunt last night,” Redmond countered. “We found out a ton of stuff.”

      “Were any of them real blondes?”

      Redmond narrowed his eyes. “If you don’t want us to start talking about Griffin again, I’d be very careful.”

      “I’m injured,” I reminded him. “You can’t be mean to me.”

      “That’s right,” Dad said “Let’s get back to what you guys learned last night.”

      “Well, what we learned wasn’t good,” Redmond admitted.

      “Not good how?”

      “There have been at least seven wraiths sighted in the area,” he said.

      “How can they be sure? It’s not like they look different from each other.”

      “No,” Redmond agreed. “Two different people have seen them in a group, though.”

      Uh-oh. “I thought wraiths didn’t like each other.”

      “They don’t, under normal circumstances,” Dad said. “These are clearly not normal circumstances.”

      “Why don’t wraiths like each other?” Jerry asked. “I would think that if you’re a soul-sucking Dementor, like these guys, you would want someone to hang out with. Someone who understands the issues associated with being a soul sucker. Someone who knows makeup tricks to hide pale skin.”

      “What’s a Dementor?” Dad looked confused.

      “They’re from Harry Potter,” I explained. “They’re … well, they kind of are like wraiths.”

      “And Harry Potter is a book?”

      “And movies,” Aidan said. “Pretty great movies, actually. You should watch them. I think you’ll find you have a lot in common with Voldemort.”

      “Aren’t they for kids?” Dad asked, the Voldemort reference flying over his head.

      “And kids at heart,” Aidan replied, tapping the left side of his chest for emphasis.

      “Maybe, when this little disaster has passed, I will.”

      “Can we come back from movie hour?” I griped. My meds were clearly wearing off.

      “Right,” Redmond said. “Anyway, at least two people have seen seven of them in a group. That means there could be seven of them, or there could be more.”

      “What do they want?” Aidan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Redmond said. “I do think it has something to do with Brian Harper’s missing grimoire, though.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked. I didn’t doubt him, but it seemed like a big leap.

      “Well, that’s where I come in,” Cillian said. “I managed to find out exactly what grimoire Brian Harper had in his possession.”

      “How did you do that?” Dad asked.

      “I found him on a buyer’s list from an auction house in England last night, right before we got the call about Aisling,” Cillian explained. “The name of the grimoire was in the auction catalog.”

      “Why do I think this is going to be bad?” I asked.

      “Because your meds are wearing off,” Braden said, rubbing my knee.

      “It’s the Torth Grimoire,” Cillian announced.

      That name meant absolutely nothing to me. A glance around the room told me it didn’t mean anything to anyone else either. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

      “The Torth Grimoire belonged to a seventeenth century witch named Genevieve Torth,” Cillian continued. “She lived in Salem, Massachusetts.”

      “Was she burned at the stake?” Jerry looked excited at the prospect.

      “No,” Cillian said. “She was never suspected of being a witch until after her death. In fact, she was the one naming names to the witch hunters in Salem. Also, not to be a pain, but the witches in Salem were hanged, not burned at the stake.”

      “That’s not nearly as exciting,” Jerry grumbled.

      “So she was hiding her identity by pointing a finger at others,” Redmond mused, turning the conversation back to the point. “Nice lady.”

      “Exactly.”

      “That sounds evil,” Jerry said.

      I had to agree.

      “Anyway, Genevieve Torth left Salem just as the witch trials were dying down,” Cillian said. “That in itself is not particularly interesting. What is interesting is that once she was gone, Salem residents claimed they had made the accusations against these supposed witches because they were under a spell. They also said that Genevieve had three demons in her employ – seven-foot-tall demons that bear a striking resemblance to what we now know are wraiths.”

      “Wait a second,” I interrupted. “When we initially were talking about the grimoire, you said it was an eighteenth century book.”

      “I’ll get to that,” Cillian said. “Anyway, nothing much is known about Genevieve Torth in the decade following her departure from Salem. She seems to have just fallen off the face of the Earth.”

      “I’m guessing recordkeeping wasn’t that great back in the day,” Aidan said.

      “No,” Cillian agreed. “However, in 1708, a Jennifer Torth appeared in London, England. She was believed to be the daughter of Genevieve Torth, even though Genevieve Torth never had any children, according to anyone who knew her in Salem.”

      “So Jennifer Torth was Genevieve Torth? How does that work?”

      “It wasn’t exactly hard to change your identity back then,” Cillian said. “Jennifer Torth lived in London for ten years and the historical anecdotes about her time there seem to signify that she didn’t age. When people started to question her about it, Jennifer Torth moved from London and disappeared like her supposed mother.”

      “Where did she go?” Jerry asked, clearly enthralled by story hour.

      “She disappeared,” Cillian said, his voice lowering as he played to his audience.

      “Is that the end of the story?” Braden looked disappointed.

      “Not even close,” Cillian said. “In 1822, a Sarah Torth surfaced in the New Orleans area.”

      “Another descendant?” I asked.

      “That was the assumption, even though Jennifer Torth was also childless. Sarah Torth became entrenched with some locals, creating a religion that has some striking similarities with modern voodoo.”

      “But it wasn’t voodoo?”

      “No,” Cillian shook his head. “It was a religion that Sarah Torth invented – but she managed to amass more than a hundred followers, many of whom disappeared under mysterious circumstances during her years in the city.”

      I could see where this was going. “She was feeding them to the wraiths.”

      Cillian frowned. “You’re ruining my story.”

      “Sorry. Continue.” He’s so touchy sometimes.

      “After more than twenty of these religious followers disappeared, a bunch of people banded together and went to Sarah Torth’s house,” Cillian said. “They were going to burn it to the ground. Five tall figures in robes, though, stopped them. A lot of people were left dead and those who survived swore that they were attacked by demons.”

      “More wraiths,” Redmond breathed.

      “Yes.”

      “So, what happened after that?” I asked.

      “No one knows,” Cillian said. “Sarah Torth, Genevieve Torth and Jennifer Torth were never heard from again – at least that I can find mention of, that is.”

      “Then how did the grimoire get out there?”

      “That’s a really good question,” Cillian ceded. “All we know is that the Torth Grimoire first went public in 1920, when a housewife in Detroit, of all places, discovered it in the basement of her home. A local historian dated the book to the eighteenth century, which I think we all can agree was an error, not that it matters now.”

      “So we have no idea what happened to Genevieve Torth?” I asked.

      “No,” Cillian said, but I could tell he was holding back.

      “What do you suspect happened to her?”

      Cillian rubbed his hands together. “I think, and I have no proof of this mind you, but I’ve been thinking about it all morning and I think I have an answer.”

      “We’re hanging on your every word,” Redmond prodded him.

      “I think that Genevieve Torth discovered how to control wraiths,” he said. “Not only that, but she fed them people to keep them in her servitude.”

      “I think we all figured that out.”

      Cillian shot me a dark look. “I also think, as part of the endeavor, that Genevieve Torth managed to utilize the immortality of the wraiths, thus keeping herself young for decades.”

      Well, that was more impressive. “But we have no idea how she finally died? Or how her grimoire ended up in Detroit?”

      “No.”

      “So, what does all this mean?” Jerry asked, his gaze wandering from drawn face to drawn face.

      “It means we’re in trouble,” Dad said. “It means that someone here has gotten their hands on the Torth Grimoire and they’re trying to continue what she was doing. They’re amassing wraiths in an attempt to gain immortal life, although I’m not sure how that works. That seems like the best supposition with the facts in front of us, though.”

      “Up until now,” Cillian said, bobbing his head up and down. “The wraiths have slid under the radar because they’ve been sucking souls that weren’t on our lists, so we weren’t aware of what was going on.”

      “They’re getting bolder,” Aidan said.

      “Yeah,” Cillian agreed. “Either they don’t care that we’ve found out, or that was part of their plan all along. We really have no way of knowing.”

      “The question is why,” Dad said, running his hand through his hair. “If they do want us to know – and I find it hard to believe that they don’t – what is their ultimate goal?”

      “Is there any way we can find that out?” I asked.

      “I have no idea,” Dad said. “I honestly have no idea.”

      I turned to Cillian, but he merely shrugged in response. “I don’t know either.”

      Well, this isn’t good.
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      “I’m sorry, what are we doing?”

      Redmond had informed me about Dad’s way of distracting us from our current dilemma, but I thought he was playing a joke on me.

      “Dad wants to go golfing,” Redmond said, matching me shrug for shrug.

      “Golfing? I don’t golf. It’s a stupid sport. It’s really just whacking a ball and walking after it.”

      “You can drive the cart,” Redmond offered.

      “Is that legal on the meds I’m on?”

      “At least it will be entertaining.”

      “Don’t any of us have to work today? I know I’m off the schedule for a few days because of my little incident, but the rest of you should have to work,” I said.

      “Thanks.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I guess there were only six names to deal with today,” Redmond explained. “Dad contacted the Grimaldis and they’ve agreed to cover for us.”

      “So Dad is actually organizing an event that encourages us to shirk our duties? Has he been possessed?”

      “Funny,” Redmond poked me in the ribs, making me cringe because of my back. “And I’m a little worried, too.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good sign,” I said. “It means he thinks we’re all going to die or something.”

      “God, you’re so dramatic.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      Redmond swished his lips as he considered the question. “Let’s just humor him.”

      “So, you think we’re going to die, too?”

      “We’re not going to die,” Redmond laughed. “Is it so wrong that he wants us to go out as a family?”

      “He’s taking us to the country club,” I reminded him. “That means we have to dress properly.”

      “So?

      “So? So I don’t have any short pants here.” Or anywhere, for that matter.

      “Yes, you do,” Jerry said, breezing into the room. “I went to the store and picked some up for you.”

      “You did? When?”

      “When you were in the shower.”

      “I don’t like those little short pants. I don’t have any shoes that will go with them.”

      “Your golf shoes are in the foyer,” Aidan said, only a few feet behind Jerry, two shopping bags in his hand.

      “I threw those shoes away when I was a teenager,” I said. “They made me look all bow-legged.”

      “The maid saved them,” Aidan replied.

      “Which maid?”

      “Marcella,” Aidan answered. “And don’t even think about retribution. Dad ordered her to get them out of the trash. It’s not her fault.”

      When we were students, Dad had insisted we all join the high school golf team. The boys had been fine with it – even when it interfered with their football schedules. Since my hand-eye coordination was lacking, I had taken to insulting the golf coach until she kicked me off the team. It had taken less than two weeks.

      Jerry took the shopping bags from Aidan and handed them to me. “Get dressed, Bug. It’s going to be fun.”

      Jerry always did have a weird sense of fun.

      Forty-five minutes later, the seven of us were standing outside the pro shop and debating cart assignments.

      “I’m deciding who is riding together,” Dad announced.

      “That doesn’t sound like any fun,” Aidan complained.

      “It sounds like the most reasonable way for me to keep the lot of you from embarrassing me.”

      If he thought that was a genuine option, he had been drinking all morning when I wasn’t looking. Maybe that’s why he is always hiding behind his newspaper. Hmm, food for thought. Speaking of food … .

      “Okay,” Dad said after a second. “Redmond and Aidan are together. Cillian and Jerry are together. That leaves Braden and Aisling. That sounds like a good combination.”

      “I want to ride with Jerry,” Aidan complained.

      I openly glared at him.

      “After the superheroes extravaganza last night, that’s not even a remote possibility,” Dad replied. “You two are grounded from each other for the day.”

      “I notice you get to have a cart all to yourself,” Redmond grumbled.

      “I’m the patriarch. I need time to myself,” Dad replied.

      “How do you figure?” Cillian asked.

      “I have to live with you idiots,” Dad shot back. “I’ve earned it. Plus, I’m paying.”

      “Can we at least grab a hot dog or something before we go? I’m starved,” I said.

      “You ate a dozen eggs for breakfast this morning,” Cillian pointed out.

      “They don’t serve hot dogs here,” Dad scoffed. “We’ll eat after we’re done with our round. In the dining room, like proper golfers.”

      “I thought golf was all about getting drunk and staying out of the rough,” I said.

      “Ruff. Ruff.” Aidan started to bark, snapping his mouth shut when Dad’s glare landed on him.

      “This is why you’re riding with Braden,” Dad said. “He can teach you a few things.”

      “I guess you’re not his favorite anymore,” Braden laughed.

      “My back hurts,” I announced. It was a little late to get out of golfing, but I figured it was worth a try.

      “Then just sit in the cart,” Dad ordered.

      I glanced over at Braden. “I’m driving.”

      “I’m driving,” Braden corrected me.

      “If I have to be here, I’m driving,” I shot back.

      “Let your sister drive,” Dad said. “Make sure she’s behind me, though.”

      “Is that another comment on my driving?”

      “You drive fine,” Dad said. “You’re a woman. You can’t help yourself.”

      Jerry snickered.

      “You’re not allowed to drive,” Dad turned on Jerry. “Cillian will drive your cart.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve seen you drive.”

      

      “I THOUGHT you were supposed to stay out of the sand.”

      Braden shot me a dirty look. “If you’re not going to play, then shut your mouth.”

      “I’m injured,” I reminded him.

      “How long do you plan on playing that card?”

      “Until my back doesn’t feel like I got caught in a tent with thirty angry cats.”

      Braden looked properly chastised. “I’m sorry,” he said after a minute. “You were really hurt and I’m glad you’re all right.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you needling me?”

      “I’m bored.”

      “Well, at least you have a reason.”

      “Sonofabitch!”

      I glanced to our left, where Aidan was caught in a different sand trap.

      “Use your sand wedge,” Dad ordered.

      “Thanks, I never would have figured that out myself,” Aidan deadpanned.

      “Maybe you should have tried staying out of the sand trap,” I suggested.

      “Shut your trap,” Aidan grumbled.

      “Don’t be mean to your sister,” Dad said. “She’s injured.”

      I shot a triumphant look in Braden’s direction. He was too busy swinging to notice. When the ball popped up and landed on the green, rolling to a stop two feet from the hole, Braden raised his fist. “Yes!”

      “You’re still going to bogey,” Redmond said. Since he was winning, he looked rather pleased with himself.

      “My whole day has been a bogey,” Jerry complained.

      “You look great, though,” I offered, sending him a thumbs up from my spot in the cart.

      “I do,” Jerry agreed.

      “Can we play faster?” Dad asked. “We’re starting to hold people up.”

      I glanced back to the tee, where a foursome was standing and waiting for us to move on. “We could just quit here.”

      “It’s only the eighth hole,” Dad countered.

      “It feels like the hundredth,” I grumbled.

      “We can get something to drink after this,” Redmond said. “There’s a refreshment stand just over there.”

      “I thought golf courses were supposed to have cute women in short shorts delivering beer,” Cillian mused.

      “There are no beverage carts here,” Dad replied. “They’re tacky. This is a classy place.”

      “And boring,” Cillian muttered.

      “I heard that,” Dad said.

      “I meant for you to.”

      Dad was angry now. “Why can’t we do anything nice as a family?”

      “We can,” I replied. “It should just be something we all want to do.”

      “Therapy?” Redmond suggested.

      Dad ignored him. “And what is that?”

      “We could have gone to the zoo,” I replied.

      “Oh, I love the zoo,” Jerry said. “That polar bear exhibit is awesome.”

      “I love the zoo, too,” Aidan said, sending Jerry a saucy wink. “We’ll have to go some time.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      “The zoo is for children,” Dad argued.

      “What do you think we are?” I pointed out.

      “Hit your shot,” Dad ordered to Aidan.

      “Fine.”

      Aidan whacked at the ball and missed. “Do over,” he shouted.

      “It’s called a mulligan,” Redmond corrected him.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Redmond shrugged.

      “Will you just hit the ball?” Dad looked about ready to explode.

      Aidan tried again, this time making contact with his little white nemesis and knocking it up onto the green. Jerry applauded while I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m bored,” I said.

      “Take a nap,” Dad instructed.

      “I can’t sleep outside, you know that. That’s why I can’t camp.”

      “I still think that’s an excuse,” Braden said. “You just don’t like the great outdoors. You’re scared of bugs.”

      This was true. “If we were meant to sleep outdoors, God wouldn’t have created houses.”

      “Which God?” Redmond teased.

      “Any of them.”

      “Will you all shut up and play?” Dad was close to his limit.

      “Can’t we just declare Redmond the winner and go eat?” I asked. “I’m hungry.”

      “No!”

      “I need to take my pain meds,” I tried again.

      “So take them.”

      “I can’t take them on an empty stomach. They’ll make me sick. Are you saying you want me to get sick?”

      “We’ll get you a snack in a few minutes,” Dad said.

      Braden knocked a putt in, with Aidan following suit a few minutes later. Dad wasn’t the only one at his limit, though.

      “I’m bored,” I announced again.

      Dad sighed. “Why couldn’t I have fathered grateful children?”

      “We learn from your example,” Redmond said.

      If red were a natural color for a man's face, I would say Dad looked marginally relaxed. I’m not that stupid, though. On the other hand, I was definitely hungry.

      “We’re eating soon, right?” I prodded again.

      Dad sighed, the sound akin to an irritated lion.

      “You’re definitely not the favorite anymore,” Braden laughed.
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      “I can’t believe they’re making you go back to work so soon. You almost died.”

      Jerry and I were eating muffins at the kitchen table – Jerry is in the middle of a new recipe-tasting extravaganza – and my work plans for the day were sending him into a tizzy.

      “I didn’t almost die,” I corrected him. “I hurt my back.”

      “And your back is fine now? Because you still seem to be favoring your right side and you’re hiding under some big shirts.”

      “My back is a little colorful,” I admitted. “It’s getting better, though.”

      “So, your dad decided to reward you by sending you out into another dangerous situation?” Jerry’s face was filled with unspoken vitriol. “He makes me mad – and sad. I’m smad.”

      “I only have one assignment,” I replied, ignoring Jerry’s attempt at coining a new word. “It’s at an old folks home in St. Clair Shores. They don’t get much safer. Unless one of them attacks me with knitting needles, I think I’ll be fine.”

      “Still.” Jerry huffed. “I think you need another week off. And, for the record, knitting is a viable hobby.”

      Jerry was taking a knitting class. Of course he would say that. “You were the one who said I had to find a job and thought working for my family was a good idea,” I reminded.

      “That’s before I knew there were soul-sucking wraiths and eternal evil witches running around trying to kill you,” Jerry said.

      “To be fair, I don’t think it was trying to kill me,” I said. “In fact, the wraith barely seemed to register I was in the same room with it. And we don’t know what happened to Genevieve Torth. Odds are, she’s dead.”

      Jerry rolled his eyes and dropped his mouth open in mock horror. “And how is that different?”

      I blew out a sigh. “Can we argue about this later? I’m going to be late.” I got up from the table and leaned over to drop a quick kiss on Jerry’s forehead. “You’re a good friend. It’s going to be fine.”

      “It doesn’t feel that way,” Jerry grumbled.

      “I like the blueberry, if that helps,” I offered.

      “Does that mean you didn’t like the lemon ones?”

      “I don’t like lemon.”

      “You like it fine when vodka is mixed with it,” Jerry pointed out.

      “That’s different.”

      “Fine, whatever,” Jerry waved me off. “I can’t focus on food when you’re about to walk in to imminent peril and probably die.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Imminent peril?”

      “What? I know things.”

      “Was there another Law & Order marathon on last night?”

      “That’s a great show,” Jerry protested.

      It’s no wonder he’s so dramatic. He lives his life according to television.

      An hour later, I was standing outside of Summer’s Dream Ultimate Living Center. It didn’t look like a bad place – it even had a view of the lake – but, in general, these places always leave me depressed.

      I walked through the front door – an excuse to explain my visit on my lips – but the secretary merely waved at me and continued to chatter on her cell phone. I moved through the double doors that separated the lobby from the rest of the center.

      My list told me that Evelyn Pratt was in Room 116, so I followed the plaques on the wall until I found her room and poked my head around the corner. I believed what I told Jerry – that the wraith wouldn’t come here – but I had no problem being overly cautious.

      “Frank?”

      The ravaged voice took me by surprise. I moved the entire way around the corner and found Evelyn resting in her bed. I had brought the ring – in case I needed to cloak myself – but I was playing it by ear right now.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Frank, is that you?”

      Maybe Jerry was right and I did need to start branching out with my shoe choices. “No, ma’am, my name is Aisling.”

      “I’m ready to go, Frank. I’m ready to come home.”

      She must be delirious. “Ma’am, I’m not Frank.”

      “I’m ready, Lord.”

      Great. If she was talking, that must mean she wasn’t close to shuffling off her mortal coil. I moved inside the room and sat down in the chair opposite Evelyn’s bed. Once I saw her up close, I realized my knee-jerk reaction might be a little off. If her shriveled body and sallow skin were any indication, she’d really died yesterday and no one had noticed. Seriously. I don’t want to get old. It freaks me out.

      “Frank, I want you to know that I forgive you.”

      I decided to let Evelyn babble. If anyone questioned my reason for being in the room I would tell them that I was worried about leaving her alone and then slip out when no one was looking. I could come back later with the ring – if it became necessary.

      “I know you were running around with Aida,” Evelyn continued. “You didn’t know I knew, but I knew.”

      I felt sort of bad for Evelyn. Here she was, missing her husband, and the bastard had cheated on her – and with someone she obviously knew. Men are scum.

      “That’s why I cut her brake lines,” Evelyn admitted.

      I frowned. Evelyn’s file said she was going to Heaven. Maybe no one was hurt and she told someone before anything bad happened.

      “When she died, I saw how crushed you were,” Evelyn prattled on. “It made me happy.”

      Wait, she killed someone and she’s going to Heaven? And she was happy about it? That can’t be right.

      “God forgives me, though,” Evelyn said. “Father Henry told me so. I told him what I did and he gave me my penance – and he agrees that she was fat so he has no idea why you cheated on me with her. He gave me a pretty stiff penance, though. I did it all, too. Two hundred rosaries and five hundred Hail Marys. I did every single one.”

      That didn’t sound like much of a penance for murder, but that Catholic confession thing has always been an interesting loophole.

      “I thought it was a bit much, but I did it,” Evelyn said. “Now, I’m ready to come home. So, come get me.”

      She seriously didn’t sound as though she’s dying within the next few minutes. Maybe I should try to find a vending machine? Twizzlers sound good. I got to my feet and started to move out of the room, but something about Evelyn’s body stilled me.

      Evelyn let loose with one long, rattling breath and then her chest stopped moving up or down.

      “Oh, seriously?” I grumbled. “I had my heart set on Twizzlers.”

      I sighed and took a step toward the bed. None of the machine alarms had sounded yet, so I was hopeful I could collect my soul and go. That would be a nice change of pace. Evelyn’s soul started to rise from her body and I made a decision. I whipped the scepter out and absorbed it before it even had a chance to achieve ethereal form. What? She cut a woman’s brake lines and still gets to go to Heaven. She’s had enough breaks.

      I let myself out of Evelyn’s room, releasing a relieved breath when I saw a nurse was wandering up and down the hallway and would find herself at Evelyn’s bedside in a few minutes. I plastered a smile on my face as I passed her, but she didn’t even bother to look up.

      I started moving back through the home but stopped when I heard a familiar sound. I made a quick decision and headed in the direction where the noise originated from and pulled up short when I caught sight of Aidan sitting with three women around a small table on the patio.

      Aidan looked up when he caught sight of me. “Hey. How’s it going?”

      “Are you eating?”

      “Yeah, they have really good pie here,” Aidan said, sending me a saucy wink.

      “Is this your girlfriend?” One of the elderly ladies sitting at the table with Aidan patted his arm to draw his attention. He clearly was a hit with the Geritol set.

      “That’s my sister,” Aidan corrected.

      “And you still don’t have a girlfriend?” The woman asked again. “I have a granddaughter. She’s not very pretty, but she has a lovely personality. You might like her.”

      “Dorothy, you know you’re my only girlfriend,” Aidan flirted shamelessly.

      “And he likes boys,” I added.

      Dorothy’s eyes widened as she glanced between Aidan and me. “He’s a poof?”

      Aidan frowned. “That’s not a nice thing to say, Dorothy.”

      I sent Aidan a rueful frown and shrug. How was I supposed to know he was in the closet here?

      Dorothy patted the open seat to her left. “Sit here, dear. Tell us all about your brother.”

      Not seeing the harm, I did as I was told. I smiled at the other two women at the table, but neither looked happy with my interruption.

      “This is Edna and Dolores,” Aidan introduced them. “And you’ve already met Dorothy.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said.

      “She looks like a tramp,” Edna whispered to Dolores. Since she had a hearing aid in her ear, I had a feeling that her idea of a whisper and my idea of a whisper were vastly different.

      “That’s just how the young girls dress now,” Dorothy chided Edna. “Don’t be rude.”

      “She looks like a skunk,” Dolores said. “What’s with her hair?”

      I reached up and patted my head subconsciously. “They’re highlights.” I have no idea why I was suddenly defensive, especially at a table where muumuus were the obvious trend.

      Aidan smirked. “I like her hair,” he said. “The streaks give her some street cred.”

      “You are a poof,” Dolores said after a beat. “I don’t see how we never noticed before.”

      I met Aidan’s churlish smile with one of my own. “You spend a lot of time here?”

      “Aidan visits us every month,” Edna said. “He always has the most fascinating stories.”

      “For a poof,” Dolores interjected.

      “He can’t help it,” Dorothy said, her eyes flashing. “The television says they’re born that way.”

      “The television also says you can find love in two weeks in a roomful of strangers,” Dolores countered. “I prefer it the old way, where poofs pretended they weren’t and women didn’t wear jeans so tight their business was on display for everyone to see.”

      I risked a glance down to see what jeans I was wearing today and then bit my lower-lip. Hey, I don’t like super-low-waisted jeans either. You try finding something else in stores these days. Plus, they make my butt look great.

      “You’re a real peach,” I muttered.

      Dolores sneered. “I’m not the one who’s hard of hearing,” she said.

      I rolled my eyes and fixed my attention on Aidan. “So, what are you doing here? Besides eating pie and picking up women, I mean.”

      Aidan stuck out his tongue. “I had an assignment in the area and I thought I would stop in and see my girls.”

      “In this area? In this immediate area? Why would Dad send me then?”

      Aidan suddenly seemed interested in the painting on the wall behind me. Since it was a kitten in a toilet, I figured something else was up besides art appreciation.

      “He didn’t think I could handle it, did he?” It shouldn’t surprise me, but the realization still hurt.

      Aidan shrugged. “You’ll have to ask him that.”

      “I am so pissed.”

      “Watch your language,” Dolores ordered. “You already dress like trash, you shouldn’t talk like it, too.”

      “How has someone not stabbed you in your sleep yet?” My patience was short today and Dolores was on my last nerve.

      Dolores raised her eyebrows – which were drawn on – and puckered her lips. “I could say the same thing about you.”

      I ignored her retort. “I want to know why Dad sent you here.”

      Aidan’s head lolled to the side. “You know why.”

      “Well, I’m already done, so this was completely unnecessary.”

      “You’re done with what?” Dorothy asked.

      “Yeah, Aisling, what are you done with?” Aidan’s question was a challenge. He was clearly trying to remind me that we were supposed to remain under the radar.

      “I just can’t believe this,” I muttered. “It’s because I’m a girl. He’s never trusted me because I’m a girl. This is total crap.”

      Dolores snorted. “Welcome to the real world, dear,” she said. “Men are assholes and, even if you are a tramp, you never have any real control.”

      Despite myself, I was starting to come around to Dolores’ way of thinking. “I’m on Dolores’ side,” I announced.

      Aidan looked surprised. “She called you a tramp.”

      “Maybe she’s right,” I growled, standing up to make my dramatic exit, holding on to the lip of my pants to make sure they didn’t dip too low when I did. “She’s right about these pants, too. They’re indecent. No one should wear them. They’re dangerous. I could flash someone at any time. And, just for the record, he’s a total poof.”

      With those words, I left Aidan -- his mouth agape and his eyes wide with frustration -- and flounced out of the patio area. This was certainly not the end of this argument and, just as soon as I peeled these pants off and set them on fire, I was going to start complaining. Loudly.
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      I was so caught up in my mental retribution I didn’t notice another familiar face as I stalked through the dining room. It wasn’t until Aidan practically tackled me from my left, forcing me behind a small partition, that I returned to reality.

      “What the hell?”

      Aidan slapped his hand over my mouth, furrowing his brow and focusing his purple eyes on mine. It was like he was trying to send me a silent message. We had tried to read each other’s minds when we were kids. It never worked. I have no idea why he thought it would suddenly start working now.

      “I can’t read your mind,” I hissed.

      Aidan held his finger to his lips in an attempt to silence me. I rolled my eyes, but mimed drawing a zipper across my mouth. When Aidan was sure I was going to be quiet, he slowly withdrew his hand.

      I widened my eyes to express my irritation.

      Aidan silently pointed to a table in the far corner of the dining room. I rolled my eyes but looked. My heart instantly started hammering. Griffin was sitting at a small table, smiling as he talked to a woman with orange hair – no joke. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but whatever it was the woman was tickled to hear it. She cackled, grabbing Griffin’s arm as though he was the funniest man in the room. A further glance told me he was practically the only man in the room. Wow, I guess that myth about women outliving men isn’t really a myth.

      “What is he doing here?”

      “How should I know?” Aidan whispered. “He’s here, though. We got lucky at the hospital. If he sees us here, we’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “He didn’t believe the hospital story,” I countered.

      “He let it go, though. He won’t let this go.”

      “What are we going to do?” I asked. “You still have a soul to get. I knew I should have just left when I took Evelyn’s soul. She cut a woman’s brake lines, by the way, and she’s still going to Heaven.”

      Aidan smirked. “Catholic?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s always fun.”

      “That doesn’t help us right now,” I reminded him.

      Aidan breathed in heavily, considering. “Okay,” he said finally. “My charge is in Room 102. We’ll go hide down the hall until she goes. It shouldn’t be long now. We’ll just be really careful.”

      “How are we going to get out of here without him seeing us? We could use the rings, I guess.”

      Aidan shook his head. “Someone might see. We can’t explain disappearing into thin air. Those rings only work when there’s no chance of someone seeing us putting them on.”

      “So, how are we going to do it?”

      “We’re going to move really quietly and carefully.”

      “Yeah, because we’re stealthy spies,” I griped.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Aidan looked as though he wanted to shake me.

      I blew out a sigh. “No.”

      “Just follow my lead.”

      Aidan moved toward the edge of the partition and then tiptoed out into the room. I had to fight the urge to laugh when he plastered himself against the far wall and sidled down it. When he managed to turn the corner without Griffin looking up, he sent me a thumbs up and motioned for me to follow. Like I was going to do what he did. Instead, I just ambled out from behind the wall and made my way in Aidan’s direction, refusing to look across the room to see what Griffin was doing. Once I hit the corner, Aidan latched onto my wrist and yanked me. Hard.

      “I told you to do what I did,” he said, his voice full of recrimination.

      “I’m not a poof,” I replied.

      Aidan smacked me upside the head. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      “How was I supposed to know that you’re Johnny McStraight when you’re at an old folks home?”

      “They’re old; they don’t know any better.”

      “And you like the attention,” I said.

      “They love me here.”

      “We need to talk about your self-esteem.”

      “We need to talk about your trashy pants,” Aidan countered.

      I frowned. He wasn’t wrong.

      “So, where is Room 102?”

      “It’s near the entrance,” Aidan said.

      “And where are we going to hide until she dies?”

      Aidan mulled the question. “We could hide in the room.”

      “What if she has a roommate?”

      “Then I’ll charm her like I do everyone else.”

      Aidan was already halfway down the hall before I decided to follow. He’s not half as charming as he seems to think he is.

      Luckily for us, Aidan’s charge not only had her own room, but the door was shut. We sneaked inside and found Addie McHale asleep, resting peacefully. Her white hair was spread around her pillow – like a halo – and she looked as though she could slip away at any moment.

      “She looks a lot more accommodating than mine was,” I said.

      “The brake line-cutter? That’s a little freaky. Did she tell you that stuff?”

      “She kept calling me Frank,” I said, sinking into one of chairs at the edge of the room.

      “It’s the shoes,” Aidan offered, going for levity.

      “She kept saying she knew he cheated on her but she still wanted to see him,” I said. “Then she mentioned cutting the brakes. She said she confessed to her priest and he gave her some rosaries and Hail Marys and she was good to go.”

      Aidan snickered. “Catholics.”

      “We’re Catholic,” I reminded him.

      “Barely.”

      “Dad has crosses on the wall in his office,” I said.

      “That’s just for show.”

      “So, where do we go when we die?” The question was a lot more serious than I initially intended.

      Aidan settled himself in the chair next to me and thought about the question. “Where do you want to go?”

      “I like the idea of reincarnation,” I said finally. “I think it would be cool to be able to come back and do it all again.”

      “Really?” Aidan raised his eyebrows. “You don’t want to spend eternity with me?”

      “Not really.”

      Aidan poked me in the ribs. “What’s so bad that you want to be reincarnated and try to do it over again?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “It’s just … we see death all the time. Every day. It’s nice to think of there being something else.”

      “And you can’t physically see Heaven or Hell,” Aidan replied. “So, if you can’t see them, how do we really know they exist? That’s what you’re really thinking, isn’t it?”

      “Of course not,” I scoffed. “We know those souls go somewhere.”

      “True,” Aidan said. “We only have some guy’s word, though, or several guys, actually, that these souls are going to a better place.”

      “Do you ever think about it?”

      “Dying? I try not to.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I think that it’s important to live your life for what it is,” Aidan said. “I’m not really worried about the afterlife. At least not yet.”

      “When will you worry?”

      “When my looks start to go,” Aidan said with a wink. “And that won’t be for at least fifty years -- if ever.”

      I coughed to hide my laugh. “You’re nothing if not optimistic.”

      Aidan’s face sobered. “Aisling, you can’t worry about death when we’re in the business of death. Besides, look what we’ve learned about everlasting life over the past few weeks. Do you really want that?”

      “Reincarnation isn’t everlasting life,” I countered. “I don’t want to be a wraith. I just like the idea of a do-over.”

      “What would you do over?”

      I shrugged.

      “Griffin?” Aidan had a knowing look on his face.

      “I don’t like Griffin,” I growled.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do, too.”

      I decided to change the subject. “Do you like Jerry?”

      Aidan looked uncomfortable and shifted in his chair. “Why do you ask that?”

      That wasn’t a denial. “Because you seem to.”

      “I told you, what happened after the police ball was because of alcohol and Pretty Woman.”

      “That’s not what Cillian and Braden say,” I hedged.

      Aidan’s eyes flashed. “What did they say?”

      “They said that I should stop being against you and Jerry and embrace it,” I answered honestly. “They said that they thought you and Jerry would get together years ago, and I was the one holding the two of you back.”

      “Ais, you’re my sister. You’re my twin. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I said, “even if you’re a total tool most of the time.”

      “I don’t love you so much that I would put my own happiness aside,” Aidan said, ignoring my jab. “It was just an accident.”

      Why didn’t I believe him? I opened my mouth to tell him that I would be fine if he dated Jerry, but I didn’t get the words out. The door to the room opened. Crap. How were the two of us going to explain our presence?

      One look at our new visitor told me that wasn’t going to be a problem.

      Aidan was on his feet, putting himself between the wraith and me, before I could even register what was going on.

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Double shit,” Aidan agreed.

      “What do we do?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “So, why did Dad send you?”

      “He didn’t,” Aidan said, his jaw grim. “Jerry called, he was worried. I traded Cillian for this charge.”

      My heart swelled for my brother – and then plummeted. “You didn’t think I could do it myself either.”

      Aidan’s eyes darkened with irritation as he glanced at me – and then immediately focused back on the wraith. “Is now the time to focus on that?”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “We’re not done talking about this, though.”

      “Great.”

      “Awesome.”

      Aidan took a lateral step, cutting the wraith off from the woman in the bed but not lessening the distance between himself and our ghastly visitor. “There’s nothing for you here.”

      The wraith ignored him, splaying its long fingers out and twitching at the sight of Addie. The wraith didn’t speak, but a low rumble emanated from its body.

      “Oh, gross,” I muttered. “Was that its stomach growling?”

      Aidan wasn’t listening to me, though. His face was drawn and his arms were tense. “You need to leave.”

      “No leave,” the wraith hissed.

      This was the first time I heard one speak. I wasn’t a fan of hearing it again. I glanced around the room, looking for a weapon. My eyes fell on the dresser at the edge of the room. I shuffled away, hoping the wraith would be distracted by whatever Aidan was about to do, and slipped to the edge of the dresser.

      There wasn’t a lot there. A few books, a newspaper, a picture frame and a hairbrush were my only options. I shifted the newspaper and saw that there was something beneath it – an antique letter opener. Score.

      I grabbed the letter opener, wrapping my hand around the end of it, and pulled it toward me. I didn’t know a lot about wraiths. Killing them was a mystery, at least for me, but I thought I remembered something about silver hurting them. The letter opener looked like real silver. It was certainly tarnished.

      Aidan seemed unsure of himself something I wasn’t used to seeing. “You can’t have her.”

      “Mine.”

      “No,” Aidan said, shaking his head and wagging his finger as though talking to a naughty child. Like that was going to help.

      The wraith reached a hand out to touch Aidan. I was just about to warn him when he moved to the side. He then lifted a leg and kicked the wraith in the ribs for emphasis. The wraith, caught off guard by Aidan’s quick movement, tumbled into the wall next to the bed.

      “I said no,” Aidan said, puffing his chest out as though he had accomplished something.

      The wraith regained its footing and turned from Addie. This time, the wraith wasn’t so slow. When it reached for Aidan its hands were so fast all I saw was a blur.

      The wraith’s fingers were around Aidan’s neck. Aidan gasped, reaching up to try to release the grip, but he was having trouble breathing.

      His face turned red as he fumbled with the fingers closing off his airway. He was struggling, trying to keep from passing out.

      I strode toward them. “Stop!”

      The wraith didn’t acknowledge my presence.

      “I said stop!”

      Still nothing.

      Aidan’s eyes started to roll into the back of his head. I had no other options. I reared my arm back and plunged the letter opener into the left side of the wraith’s chest – where I assumed its heart (if there was one) still existed. There was initial resistance, but I had enough momentum to push past it.

      The door to the room flew open, but I didn’t move my eyes from the wraith. We would have to deal with the fallout after Aidan’s neck was free. Maybe we could convince a psychotic nurse that she imagined all of this?

      The wraith howled – a sound that reminded me of an animal dying more than a human being – and then staggered back.

      I didn’t have the strength to pull the letter opener back out and try again. Instead, the handle slipped from my grasp.

      The wraith reached for the letter opener, trying to dislodge it from its chest. Something weird was happening, though. The wraith’s body seemed to be disintegrating. It started in its fingertips and then traveled up its arms, the edges turning to dust as the phenomenon traveled.

      Within seconds the wraith crumbled and completely disintegrated, leaving a pile of black dust where it had stood.

      “Holy crap.”

      “You can say that again,” Aidan gasped, dropping to his knees.

      “What the hell?”

      I swiveled to the door to see who had joined us, trying to think of an appropriate lie. As bad as I thought our guest would be, I couldn’t really fathom the truth.

      “Griffin,” I groaned.
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      “Oh, well, this really sucks.”

      I rolled my neck as I fixed my gaze on Aidan. “You think?” Despite my anger, I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arm around his waist, placing my other hand on his heart to find the faithful beat that always gave me strength. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel a little … flustered,” Aidan admitted.

      “Like you’re wearing-the-same-shirt-as-another-guy-at-a-gay-bar flustered or your-heart-might-fall-out-of-your-chest flustered?”

      Aidan smirked. “Neither.”

      Well, that was something at least.

      Griffin strode into the room, his face a mask of disbelief and fear, and let the door swing shut behind him. “What was that?”

      I ignored him and kept my focus on Aidan. “Can you stand?”

      “Help me.”

      I wrapped my arm around Aidan’s waist, letting him put his weight on my shoulders, and helped pull him to his feet. I ran my hand over his neck and the red welts that were starting to appear on his skin, and frowned. “You’re going to look like you’re into some freaky bondage stuff for a couple weeks.”

      “That should improve my love life.”

      “Are you two deaf? What just happened here?”

      Griffin’s face was now as red as Aidan’s welts. He was shifting his toe into the pile of dust – as though worried the wraith would suddenly materialize out of it again – but his eyes busily traveled from the floor to us. My stomach roiled at the accusation – and betrayal – reflected in the dark depths of his eyes.

      Aidan plastered a bright smile on his face – although I had no idea where he found the energy. “We’re doing community theater. What do you think about our special effects?”

      Crap.

      “Community theater?” Griffin was one snide comment away from exploding. “That’s your story?”

      Aidan shifted his head, grimacing when the movement reached his neck. “Not buying that? Good for you. I don’t blame you.”

      “Aidan,” I warned.

      Griffin managed to regain some form of control, but it was minimal. “I am not joking with the two of you.”

      I glanced at Aidan, but I knew we were at a crossroads that only I could traverse. “Why don’t we go outside?”

      “Outside? What about the dead … thing?”

      “We need to clean that up,” I admitted. “Aidan can do it.”

      “Oh, Aidan can do it,” Aidan muttered. “It’s not like Aidan didn’t just almost die.”

      “You were nowhere near close to dying,” I retorted. “I was in a lot more danger when it tried to kill me than you were just now.”

      “You were in a lot more danger?” Griffin looked momentarily confused. “Is this what threw you through the window at the hospital?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Probably.”

      “We have no idea,” Aidan admitted. “It could be, though.”

      “There are several in the area,” I said, trying to explain. “They all look alike, though. We have no way of being able to tell whether it’s the same one.”

      Griffin ran a hand through his hair and then placed his hands on his hips. “I want an explanation.”

      “What are you even doing here?” Aidan asked.

      Griffin was flabbergasted. “What?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Why are the two of you here?”

      “We have a reason,” Aidan replied.

      “Aidan likes pie and my dad thinks I’m incompetent,” I griped.

      Yeah, now Griffin looked furious. That comment pretty much tipped him over into outright rage. “You have three seconds … .”

      “We’re reapers,” Aidan supplied.

      That wasn’t enough of an explanation for Griffin. “Reapers? What does that even mean? Are you monsters?”

      I took a step forward, causing Griffin to take a step back. I tried to pretend his reaction wasn’t a knife to my heart – but it was hard. “We’re grim reapers,” I clarified.

      “Like angels of death?”

      “Kind of,” Aidan said. “We’re better – and much better looking, though.”

      I pinched Aidan’s ribs. “That’s not helping.”

      Griffin’s hands tightened into fists. “Someone better start some explaining.”

      Next to us, still in her bed, Addie’s breath started rattling in her chest. I glanced over at Aidan, asking for silent permission, and he nodded. “Show him.”

      I pulled the scepter from my pocket, glancing at Griffin to try to reassure him, but since overt fear was the only emotion I could feel rolling off of him I focused on Addie.

      When she ceased breathing, I held up the scepter and waited. The second I saw her soul detaching I sucked it into the scepter and then turned back to Griffin. Unfortunately, since he was human, he had no idea what had just transpired.

      “She’s dead?”

      “She’s gone,” I agreed.

      “Did you kill her with that stick?”

      “No.”

      “What did you do with the stick?”

      “I absorbed her soul,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose to ward off the headache that was building in my temples. “That’s what we do.”

      “You’re soul thieves?”

      “No,” I said. “We’re … couriers.”

      Griffin remained silent, his face immovable.

      “We’re like UPS for souls,” Aidan supplied.

      “You’re not helping,” I growled. “Find a dustpan and broom or something.”

      Aidan looked nonplussed. “We’re just going to sweep it up and put it in the garbage?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      Aidan shifted his gaze to Griffin. “What about him?”

      “I’m going to talk to him.”

      “What if … ?”

      “He’s not going to hurt me,” I said. “You know that.”

      “Are you sure? Because I’m not sure. He looks … broken.”

      One look at Griffin’s face caused a river of doubt to rush through me, but I nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

      Aidan was doubtful, but he slipped around Griffin and exited the room.

      Once we were alone, Griffin finally started moving again. “This? This is what you’ve been hiding? You’re some sort of magical … I don’t know … mailman?”

      “I’m a woman.”

      Griffin’s face reddened further, something I didn’t think possible. “So, you’re a dead mailwoman?”

      “I’m not dead,” I replied. “I’m alive.”

      “But you collect souls?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what do you do with them?”

      “We help them move on,” I said, tamping down the irritation starting to encompass me.

      “Move on where?”

      I considered how to answer him. The whole story would take too long. I had to simplify this. “Wherever they’re supposed to go.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      I hated how helpless he looked. “It depends on what they believe,” I said. “If they’re Catholic, they follow Catholic rules. If they’re Muslim, they follow Islamic law. If they’re Jewish, well, Jewish law applies.”

      “So they go to Heaven?” Griffin still looked confused.

      “It depends,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “How you live your life depends on how you spend your afterlife.”

      Griffin didn’t look convinced. “For all I know, you just waved a stick around and pretended it was magic.”

      He had a point, which brought up another question.

      “You saw the wraith, though.”

      “What?”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to see it,” I said. “You’re human. To you, it should have looked like Aidan and I were fighting air. How is that possible?”

      “You’re asking me?” Griffin’s voice was bordering on shrill now.

      “What did you see?”

      “I saw a seven-foot-tall freak in a cloak,” Griffin exploded. “He had his hands around your brother’s neck until you stabbed him with a knife and then he turned into a big pile of dust.”

      “It was a letter opener,” I corrected.

      “What was?”

      “It wasn’t a knife, it was a letter opener.”

      “Do you think that’s a salient point?” Griffin was not getting any less angry.

      I guess not. “I don’t understand how you could see the wraith and not the soul transfer,” I said. “I guess it wasn’t cloaked, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Why would it come into a retirement community uncloaked? If it was cloaked, though, you shouldn’t have been able to see it. I’m confused.”

      “What?” I don’t think I was the only one confused.

      “That shouldn’t be possible,” I said, trying again.

      “What shouldn’t be possible?” Griffin asked through gritted teeth.

      “Well, if you’re human, you shouldn’t be able to see either,” I explained. “If you’re something … other … you should be able to see both.”

      “That’s an explanation?”

      I sighed. There was no way I was going to convince him without the whole story. I motioned to one of the chairs. “You might want to sit down.”

      “Why? Are you going to suck me into that thing, too?”

      My heart clenched. I tried to keep my face impassive, though. “Do you think I want to hurt you?”

      Griffin’s eyes met mine, searching. Finally, he moved to the chair and sat down. “Go ahead. Wow me.”

      So I did.

      I told him a story. It was a long story. It was a story about my family. It was a story about faith. It was a story about religion and the beginnings of humanity. It was a story about love, forgiveness and forever. It was a story about paranormals living in a human world. It was a story about moving on, moving up and, sadly, moving down. It was a story about evil sucking souls to survive. I told him the history of the reapers – at least as much as I dared. The whole story would take longer than either of us had to spare right now. As it was, the story took a long time – and a lot of fought-off tears.

      When I was done, Griffin’s face crumbled as he dropped it into his hands. I wanted to move toward him, run a hand through his hair, and offer him whatever limited comfort I could. I didn’t, though.

      “I can’t believe this,” he said.

      “I’m sorry.” I meant it. My heart ached at his pain. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I thought … I always thought that God was real. I have seen horrible things. Terrible things. Rape. Murders. Hate. I still thought God was real.”

      I dropped to my knees, shuffling toward him, only stopping when he flinched at my movements when I got too close. I swallowed the knot in my throat. “God is real,” I said. “He’s real to you, and he’s real to your faith.”

      Griffin lifted his head, hope streaking across his face. “So, if I die, I’m going to Heaven?”

      I didn’t have his file. I couldn’t be sure. My heart told me the answer, though. “Yes.”

      “And you? Do you go to Heaven?” Griffin asked.

      “We go wherever our beliefs lie when we die,” I said, swallowing hard to keep the tears at bay.

      “And what are your beliefs?”

      I shrugged. “We’re Catholic.” The truth was, I wasn’t sure what I believed. Now certainly wasn’t the time for that admission, though.

      Griffin reached a hand toward me, as though he wanted to capture my chin in it. He stopped himself, though. He cleared his throat and got to his feet instead. “I’ll handle this.”

      I was surprised, but I followed suit. When I was on my feet, I searched his face for clues, but there was nothing there for me to find. “We can handle this. It’s our responsibility.”

      “I think you’ve done enough.” His voice had gone cold.

      “Griffin … .”

      “Detective Taylor,” he corrected me. “I’ll handle this from here.”

      Tears were threatening to spill from my eyes. If he could be cold, though, so could I. Did I really think this would end any other way? “Thank you.”

      Griffin didn’t bother to meet my eyes. “Have a nice day.”

      I had been dismissed. I took the hint.
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      When I opened the door to the condo, I knew what I looked like: A broken-hearted idiot.

      If Jerry were a worse person, he would have commented. My hair was a mess. My eyes were red and puffy from crying. My face was drawn and pale -- easy fodder for someone like Jerry.

      Instead, he was on his feet and his arms were around me before I could shut the door.

      “What happened, Bug?”

      “A wraith attacked,” I said, finally allowing myself to feel what I wanted to feel. “I killed it.”

      “You killed it?” Jerry pulled back so he could see my face. “Shouldn’t that make you happy?”

      “Griffin saw,” I sobbed, burying my face in Jerry’s broad chest. “He saw and he hates me.”

      “How? I thought you were at an old folks home?”

      “We were,” I said, wiping my nose in Jerry’s paisley shirt. “It should have been easy. It was supposed to be easy.”

      “But a wraith showed up?” Jerry led me to the couch, never removing his arms from my shaking frame.

      “Not on my job,” I sniffed, settling myself in the crook of his arm.

      “It killed an old person? That’s terrible.” Jerry loves old people.

      “No,” I shook my head. “Aidan was there. Apparently he hangs out with the old women so they can boost his ego whenever he’s in the area.”

      “Maybe he just likes them?”

      I glanced up at Jerry. “Now is not the time.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jerry said, rubbing my back. “So Aidan was there.”

      “You know he was there,” I practically exploded. “You called him.”

      “I told him not to tell,” Jerry complained. “I didn’t want to look bad.”

      I pulled my head back. “Really? You’re worrying about you now?”

      “I’m sorry, Bug. You have to tell me what happened, though. I’m going to freak out if you don’t.”

      “Griffin was at the home visiting someone – I still don’t know who – and when the wraith attacked he walked into the room.”

      “And you killed it?”

      “I stabbed it with a letter opener and it turned into a big pile of dust. It was horrifying – and kind of cool.”

      “That’s good, right?” Jerry is a glass half-full kind of guy. “You can kill them.”

      “Jerry!”

      “Right, we’re talking about your almost boyfriend.” Jerry centered himself. “Tell me.”

      “Griffin walked in right before I stabbed it and it turned to dust,” I said.

      “What did he say?”

      “What do you think he said? He had a few questions.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Well, Aidan started by telling him it was a community theater project,” I complained. “When that fell flat, Aidan told him we were reapers.”

      Jerry’s breath caught in his throat. “What did he say?”

      “What do you think he said? Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Hey,” Jerry said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “I’m trying to help you. I don’t know how to handle this situation. Sue me. I just want to help.”

      “Well, you’re not doing a very good job of it,” I complained.

      “I’m all confused,” Jerry admitted.

      “Confused isn’t the right word,” I said. “I think dumbass is.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. Don’t leave me hanging, Bug.”

      “Short story? I made Aidan leave the room and I told Griffin the truth.”

      “The whole truth?”

      “This story is going to take a lot longer if you keep interrupting me,” I chastised.

      “Fine, tell me the story.”

      When I was done, Jerry’s eyes were wider than saucers. “He told you to call him Detective Taylor?”

      “That’s what you’re upset about?” I love Jerry, but the things he deems important baffle me sometimes.

      “Well, Bug, he obviously is going to keep your secret.”

      “What makes you think that?” I pulled a Kleenex sheet out of the box Jerry waved in front of my face.

      “He said he would handle it,” Jerry said. “If he was going to arrest you, he would have done it there.”

      “With what proof?”

      “Your magic glow stick of death? The dead body in the room? The big pile of dust?” Jerry was serious.

      “What was he going to tell the cops? He would have looked crazy,” I complained. “He really didn’t have a choice.”

      Jerry was silent for a minute, clearly considering how to continue. “”I think it’s more than that, sweetie.”

      “How?”

      “He’s confused right now,” Jerry said “Who could blame him? I remember when you first told me what your family did for a living. I thought you were making it up – and I had a lot more time to love you before I found out.”

      “You said you believed me!”

      “I just didn’t want to upset you.” Jerry’s hands rubbed a lazy trail on my back.

      His words made sense. Dammit. “When did you believe?”

      “I don’t know,” Jerry shrugged. “At some point, I just realized you were telling the truth.”

      “How?”

      “I asked myself if you were really a liar,” Jerry said. “I knew you weren’t. When I searched my heart, I knew you were telling the truth. So, I just believed what you said.”

      “I still don’t understand why,” I sniffed.

      “Neither do I,” Jerry admitted. “Bug, when I met you, I just knew you were my forever. Not my wife. Not my partner. Just my forever. When I believed what you were telling me – I mean, really believed – things fell into place.”

      “How?”

      “Your family was never normal and you were always so secretive,” Jerry said. “Once you told me, though, things just made sense.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to make sense for Griffin,” I said. “Detective Taylor, I mean.”

      “He needs time, Bug,” Jerry pressed his lips to my forehead. “Just give him time.”

      “Time is not going to fix this.”

      “You don’t know that,” Jerry said, pulling from me. “Besides, I thought you didn’t like him.”

      Crap. “I don’t.”

      “You are a terrible liar.”

      “I’m a great liar,” I countered.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Jerry said. “I love you anyway.”

      I rested my head on Jerry’s chest, closing my eyes as I tried to wipe the events of the day from my mind. “What if he doesn’t understand?”

      “Then he never deserved you, Bug.”

      I considered his answer, ultimately lifting my lips and brushing them against his jaw line. “You’re my favorite person in the world.”

      “Right back at you, Bug. Right back at you.”

      

      I WASN’T sure when but, at some point, I fell asleep. Jerry shifted his body from beneath mine, trying to make me comfortable on the couch, ultimately waking me. “Where are you going?”

      “I have a date,” Jerry hedged.

      I glanced at the clock on the DVR. “It’s ten at night.”

      “I’m late,” Jerry admitted.

      “I’m sorry.” I forced myself into a sitting position. “I’ve ruined your night.”

      “Never, Bug. Never.”

      We were interrupted by the sound of a knock on the door.

      “Is that your date?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jerry said, moving toward the door. When he opened it, his whole body tensed. I couldn’t see who was on the other side. “You’re an ass.”

      I was stunned at Jerry’s words. “Who is it?”

      “Detective Taylor,” Jerry said, his words precise, cold, and dripping with disdain.

      My heart started pounding. “What does he want?”

      “You know what I know, Bug.”

      I couldn’t see Griffin, but I could hear his voice. “Can I come in?”

      “It’s late,” Jerry said.

      “You’re obviously up.”

      “Actually, Aisling was sleeping. I woke her when I was leaving. Come back tomorrow.”

      Silence.

      “Is he still there?” Part of me hoped this was a dream. A terrible, terrible dream.

      “I’m still here. Can I come in?”

      I bit my lower lip. Jerry glanced at me, shrugging to emphasize his helplessness. “It’s up to you, Bug.”

      I sighed. “Let him in.”

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but the man who appeared in the doorway was not the man I had met two weeks before. His face was drawn, his skin pale, his features uncertain. He shuffled in the open doorway, glancing between Jerry and me. “Can we talk?”

      “About what an ass you are?” Jerry was full of righteous indignation.

      Griffin shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Jerry’s face softened. “Are you here to apologize for being a bad man? See, I knew you weren’t an ass.”

      Griffin mustered the energy to roll his eyes. “I’m here to talk to Aisling.”

      Jerry bit his lower lip. “I can stay.”

      “Go on your date.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Jerry fixed his eyes on Griffin. “If I come home and she’s crying, I’m going to … .”

      “What? Beat the crap out of me?”

      “No,” Jerry shook his head. “I’m going to really be mad at you, though. I’m going to call you names that would make your mother blush.”

      “Good to know.”

      Jerry shot one more glance in my direction. “Are you sure?”

      “Have a good date.”

      Once Jerry was gone and the door was closed, Griffin looked unsure. “I’m … I … are you upset?”

      I ran a hand through my hair and rubbed under my eyes. There wasn’t a mirror near – which is shocking when you live with Jerry – but I had no doubt that my eyeliner was dipping into the leftover rouge on my cheeks. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      “Thanks for the compliment.”

      Griffin lifted his hands. “I don’t want to fight.”

      For lack of something better to do, I got to my feet and skirted around the coffee table. Only a few feet separated us. I was relieved to see that he didn’t step away from me when I closed the distance between us. “I don’t want to fight either.”

      “I’m just … it’s a lot to think about.”

      “I understand.”

      “I knew there was something about you, I just didn’t know it would be this big.”

      “I know,” I said. “I don’t blame you. If I were you, I would run the other way and pretend that what you saw never happened.”

      “You live with this,” Griffin said. “Every day, you live with this.”

      “It’s a different life,” I admitted.

      “And you’re not a monster?” Griffin was still unsure.

      “You’ll have to ask my brothers,” I shot back. “When I have PMS, they’ll all swear on a Bible that I’m the Devil.”

      Griffin smirked. “Is the Devil real?”

      “We send a lot of people to Hell, although, there are a lot of different hells. I guess it depends on what you believe.”

      “But you’ve never seen the Devil?”

      “Our part of the job stops when we put the scepter into an urn,” I said. “We’ve never seen anything beyond that.”

      Griffin chewed on his bottom lip. “Then how do you know you’re doing the right thing?”

      I held up my hands. “We don’t, I guess. It’s been this way forever, though. We do what we do. It is what it is.”

      Griffin took a step toward me. “And you’re not a monster?”

      “Are we going to go over that again?”

      “And you’re a real person?”

      I sighed. “I’m a real person.”

      “Good.”

      Griffin traversed the distance between us in a second. His lips were on mine – hot with need – before I realized what was happening. I thought about fighting the kiss, but I didn’t have the energy – or the want. His hands were suddenly tangled in my hair – his tongue in my mouth – and his desire was pressed firmly against my thigh. I answered his kiss with my own pent-up need, matching him tongue thrust for tongue thrust and moan for moan.

      I could have stopped it.

      I could have made him leave.

      Instead, I gave into the emotion and … fell.
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      A typical woman would ask a man what sex meant the morning after. I was determined not to be that woman.

      “So, now what?”

      So much for not being that woman.

      I felt Griffin shift beside me. We had left a trail of clothing between the living room and the bedroom – and neither of us had gotten more than two hours sleep between very enthusiastic rounds. After the initial coupling, things were slower, more sensuous. Now that it was seven in the morning, though, I was starting to see the harsh light of day – and the problems ahead of us.

      “I don’t know,” Griffin admitted. “When I came here last night I didn’t think … .”

      I didn’t believe him. He knew what would happen. Now he was backtracking. I shifted my body away from his, immediately missing his warmth. “It’s fine.”

      Griffin must have read the coldness in my voice. “I don’t regret last night.”

      “It’s fine,” I repeated. “It was just … hormones.”

      Griffin snorted out a laugh. “Hormones were definitely a factor.”

      My heart solidified; I was already distancing myself.

      “They weren’t the only factor, though,” he added.

      Hope soared in my chest, and I immediately hated myself because of it. “I have to work today.”

      “You mean you have to suck souls.”

      “No. I mean I have to collect souls to help them move on.”

      Griffin sighed. “I didn’t mean … .”

      “I know what you meant.”

      “Aisling … I don’t know what this means.”

      I knew he was trying to be honest, but his words burned all the same. “It’s fine.” I moved to get out of the bed, but Griffin’s hand was on my arm before I could finish the trek.

      “It’s not fine,” Griffin said, his voice firm. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here last night.”

      I knew he regretted it, hearing it come from his mouth sent a dagger through my heart, though.

      “I’m not a child,” I said. “I know how this goes.”

      Griffin rubbed my arm with his index finger – twice – before pulling it away. I glanced over at him. With the morning light filtering through the blinds, he looked godlike. I immediately hated myself for thinking that.

      “It’s fine.”

      “You keep saying that,” Griffin said, struggling to a sitting position. Without his shirt on, he was more than I ever imagined. He clearly worked out. A lot. His chest was chiseled, but not bare. He wasn’t into the whole manscaping thing, which was a relief. There was a smattering of brown hair spreading across his chest, tapering down his six-pack, leading to … well, we all know what it was leading to.

      Crap.

      “I don’t know what this means,” Griffin said, brushing his hand through his hair to tame it. “I’m still … confused.”

      “Of course you are.” My attempts to rein in the tears were making my voice go icy. Griffin’s sigh of disgust finally gave me the courage to meet his eyes. “I don’t expect anything from you.”

      “You know, you’re really starting to piss me off.” That’s always what you want to hear when you’re in bed with a guy.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me.”

      “What tone am I taking?”

      “You’re not the victim here,” Griffin exploded. “You’re not the one who was wronged here.”

      “And you are?”

      Griffin shrugged. “I don’t like to think of myself as a victim, but in this scenario I don’t know how to cast myself. You lied to me. I knew you were lying. I even knew you were hiding something big. I just didn’t realize that you were hiding this. This is beyond all … I still don’t even know what to think of it.”

      I scowled. It’s hard to be mad with a guy when he’s right. Hard, but not impossible. “You could have just let it go,” I said. “You could have just handled the mess at the retirement center and pretended you never met me. You could have walked away.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Why? It’s not like you can tell anyone what you saw,” I said. “If you try, they’ll drum you out and you’ll lose your job. You’d be the crazy ex-cop..”

      Griffin was on his feet, the morning light playing havoc with my imagination when I saw his ass up close and personal as he paced. Dammit! Why did he have to be so hot?

      “You don’t think I know that? You don’t think I’ve run every scenario through my head? You are impossible!”

      “Oh, like you’re some bowl of cherries.”

      Griffin paused. “What does that even mean?”

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I don’t even like cherries.”

      Griffin barked out a laugh. “You are infuriating.”

      I focused on the blanket covering me, picking at it to keep my hands busy. “I’ve been told.”

      “I need to think.”

      That’s always what you want to hear a guy you just slept with – four times – tell you. “I figured.” Actually, I figured he would just walk out and I would never see him again.

      “I … I am intrigued by you,” Griffin admitted.

      I glanced up at him, trying to keep in check the hope building inside of me.

      “I find you fascinating and annoying every time I’m within twenty feet of you,” Griffin continued.

      “Thanks?” I wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

      “I need to think.”

      I put myself in his shoes for a second and then grimaced. “So, think.”

      

      TWO HOURS later I was on Eight Mile and furious.

      “Think? He needs time to think? He had four orgasms last night. Who needs to think after that?”

      “Did you say something, honey?”

      Eight Mile is a mess. Drug dealers. Homeless People. Prostitutes. It was the latter speaking to me now.

      “I’m sick of men,” I announced.

      The hooker smiled. “Join the club, honey. Join the club.”

      I had already collected two souls today – no muss, no fuss – and was waiting for the final assignment. I was in a particularly bad part of town – which fit my mood – and I was waiting for a gangbanger to meet his untimely fate. Still, the presence of a professional got my intellectual juices flowing.

      “You’ve been with a lot of guys, right?”

      The hooker glanced down at her tube top and thigh-high boots, and shrugged. “You think?”

      I ignored her sarcasm. “What do you do when a man sleeps with you – four fricking times, for crying out loud – and then says he has to think the next morning?”

      The prostitute smiled. “Thank the heavens that I demand money upfront?”

      Of course. “Don’t you date … what’s your name?”

      “Epiphany.”

      And I thought strippers had imaginative fake names. ” Do you date, Epiphany? I mean, you can’t work every night.”

      “Not according to my pimp.”

      I frowned. “Is he a dick?”

      “All men are dicks, honey. That’s why I have a profession in the first place.”

      “Does he beat you?” What? I’ve heard stories.

      Epiphany laughed, waving off my concerns. “That’s a movie thing, honey. If he beat me, I wouldn’t make much money.”

      “But he still takes your money?”

      Epiphany shrugged. “It’s like a corporation,” she said. “I need the corporation to find clients. They know where the clients are. When I find those clients, they get a share. That’s just how it works.”

      Men are scum. “But you do all the work.”

      “It’s not really work,” Epiphany hedged. “I just kind of lay there.”

      “Don’t they want blow jobs and stuff?”

      “I’m lazy.”

      That was probably why she still needed a pimp. Still, I kind of liked her. “You should probably find another corner.”

      “Are you claiming this one?” She looked surprised.

      I glanced down at my outfit: Simple jeans, my new Justice League Converse, a hoodie and lilac tee. “No.”

      “Then why do you want me to leave?” Epiphany looked annoyed.

      I considered lying, but that seemed like too much effort. “Because there’s going to be a shooting here in about three minutes and you don’t want to be in the crossfire – or questioned by the cops.”

      Epiphany raised her eyebrows. “You a gang ho?”

      “Yep.”

      Epiphany nodded her head. “’Thanks for the heads up.”

      Once she was gone, I waited. I heard the screech of tires from two blocks over before I realized the door of the house behind me was opening. I glanced behind me; the guy on the porch already had a semi-automatic in his hand and was waiting. He knew something bad was coming.

      “This isn’t going to end well for you,” I warned.

      “Shut your mouth, bitch.”

      “Darnell, that’s your name, right? Darnell, you’re going to get shot in a few seconds.” I don’t know why I was talking to him. It wasn’t as though I was trying to save him or anything. It just seemed the right thing to do.

      “Shut your mouth!”

      “You’ve been a bad guy. You can still fix your life.”

      “Shut up!”

      “You’re going to Hell.”

      Darnell faltered. “Do you want me to kill you?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Then stop telling me I’m going to Hell. I’m in the right here.”

      “Something tells me you deserve it,” I continued. “You’ve got ‘dick’ written all over you. You could still … .”

      It was too late. The 1975 Chevy was already on the street, the windows down. I slipped the ring in my pocket on my finger – moved a few feet away -- and waited. It didn’t take long. Darnell opened fire first, but the two guys in the Chevy were more accurate. As Darnell fell, I saw his eyes search the spot where he had last seen me standing before I disappeared.

      I wanted to feel remorse. I wanted to feel sympathy. All I felt was annoyed. Men are really stupid – and this one deserved what was coming to him.
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      “I know I don’t have to tell you this, but men suck!” I threw open the front door to the condo in dramatic fashion.

      I had expected Jerry to be on the couch waiting for me, Blue Moon ice cream in hand, a stack of sappy Blu-Rays on the coffee table, and open arms and ears to listen to my crappy, crappy day.

      Jerry was on the couch all right, he just wasn’t alone. I couldn’t see his friend’s face – it being pressed against Jerry’s as they rolled around on the couch – but I recognized the figure all the same. Aidan.

      “You have got to be kidding me!”

      Aidan and Jerry scattered, both seeking opposite ends of the couch and – if their heaving chests were any indication – huge gulps of oxygen.

      “I … um … it’s not what it looks like,” Jerry said, rubbing his hand through his hair and trying to straighten his shirt.

      “Yeah,” Aidan agreed, mirroring Jerry’s movement as he tried to put himself back in order. “It was an accident.”

      “An accident? What, did someone trip and accidentally stick their tongue in someone else’s mouth?”

      “Don’t be crass,” Jerry chastised. “It was just one of those things. I was watching television, waiting for you because I knew you were still upset about what happened. Where were you, by the way?”

      “Working,” I snapped. “I’ve had a really crappy day.”

      “You already said that, Bug.”

      “Why?” Aidan asked, instantly alert. “Did you run into another wraith?”

      No, I had sex and then got jilted before the sun was barely up the next day. “No,” I shook my head. “It’s just been a bad day.”

      “She was upset about the whole Griffin thing,” Jerry said. “She thinks he’s gone for good.” Jerry raised a hand to his heart. “It’s really sad. I think she really liked him.”

      Something occurred to me. “Where were you last night?”

      Jerry blinked, the change in conversation jolting him. “What?”

      “Where were you last night?”

      “I told you, I had a date.”

      Jerry refused to meet my eyes, so I shifted my attention to Aidan. “Was it with you?”

      Aidan shifted uncomfortably. “No.”

      He was lying. “Oh, man! I just … I can’t … I am so pissed off!”

      “Take it down a notch,” Jerry cautioned. “The last thing we need is the neighbors calling the cops. With our luck, Griffin will show up and things will get really ugly.”

      He had no idea. “You know what?” I pointed at Jerry for emphasis, biting the inside of my lip to rein myself in. It wasn’t working. “You know what?”

      “What?” Jerry asked, his eyes wide.

      “I was going to tell you two to go for it,” I admitted. “Yesterday, when Aidan and I were waiting for Addie to die – before the wraith, before Griffin, before it all went to hell, figuratively not literally – I was going to tell him to go for it.”

      “You were?” Aidan looked hopeful.

      “I was.”

      “And now?” Jerry looked worried.

      “Now? Now I just don’t care,” I said, flapping my arms in an effort to calm down. “I’ve had a really, really crappy two days. My head feels like it’s going to explode. And why? Why?”

      Aidan’s face was blank. “Why?”

      “Because of men,” I replied. “You all suck. You’re just big piles of muscles and … suck. You two couldn’t wait two weeks for me to get my head around this. No. You had to sneak around. And that just makes it worse.”

      “Bug, you’re really worked up. Did something else happen?”

      Aidan looked intrigued by the question. “He’s right. You’re dramatic, and annoying on a normal day, but you’re really out there right now. Like crazy out there. Is it that time of the month?”

      Jerry shook his head. “Not for two weeks.”

      Why is it whenever a woman gets worked up, men naturally assume PMS is involved?

      “What happened?” Aidan asked, his voice level.

      Now I was the one playing defense. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Aidan said. “Now, what is this whole man diatribe about? Generally, I would agree with you about men, but something else is going on here. I know you too well to think otherwise.”

      I placed my tongue in my cheek and shook my head. There was no way I was going to tell them.

      “It’s about Griffin,” Jerry said finally.

      “How do you know that?” I countered.

      “Because, that’s what you were really upset about yesterday,” Jerry replied. “It wasn’t the wraith. It wasn’t killing the wraith. It was Griffin treating you like a leper. That’s what really upset you.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Aidan arched an eyebrow. “Answering a question with a question is a dead giveaway,” he said. “You really like him, don’t you?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m just worried he’s going to tell someone what he saw.”

      “And risk being locked up in the loony bin? I don’t see that happening,” Aidan said. “Neither do you. Something else happened.”

      Jerry’s eyes sparked. “What happened after I left last night?”

      “Nothing,” I replied. “I fell asleep on the couch, woke up and then moved to my bed. You would probably know that, though, if you’d bothered to come home.”

      Guilt flooded Jerry’s cheeks. “I should have come home,” he said. “I knew you were upset.”

      “She’s trying to derail you,” Aidan interrupted. “It’s a family trait. When in doubt, divert. What happened last night, Aisling?”

      “Oh, fine,” I blew out a sigh. “I had a guest after you left last night.”

      “Griffin,” Aidan said.

      “Griffin,” I agreed.

      “I almost forgot,” Jerry said. “He was at the door when I was leaving last night.”

      “And you left her alone with him?” Aidan was ticked.

      Jerry waved off Aidan’s anger. “Did he want to tell you all was forgiven? He looked upset when I saw him at the door.”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “He wanted to know more about what we are, why we exist at all. He was curious. Wouldn’t you be?”

      “If that’s all that happened, you wouldn’t be this angry,” Jerry said. “Something else happened.”

      I rubbed my hands over my hips, trying to decide what to do. It didn’t matter, Jerry could read my indecision.

      “You slept with him,” Jerry guessed.

      Aidan smirked. “You did, didn’t you?”

      “No,” I fibbed. “What? That’s just preposterous.”

      “Then why do you look like you just swallowed a bug?” Aidan asked.

      Oh, well, great. “Fine,” I spat out. “I slept with him.”

      “How was it?”

      Perfect? “I’m not giving you sex details while my brother is in the room, the brother you were just making out with, by the way.”

      “Aidan, go in the other room,” Jerry ordered.

      “No way,” Aidan argued. “I want to hear, too.”

      “This is beyond belief,” I growled. “I need some air.”

      Aidan was on his feet. “Wait a second,” he said. “If you finally bagged your cop, why are you so upset?”

      “Because the first thing he said to me this morning was that he needed to think,” I snapped. “Then he practically ran out of here like I had the black death or something.”

      Aidan’s face colored with an emotion I didn’t like: Pity. “Oh, man, I’m sorry.” He reached for me, but I took a step back, fleeing from the comfort he wanted to offer.

      I could feel the tears threatening to spill over so I refused to let Aidan touch me. The minute he did, I would start to cry, and I wasn’t certain I would be able to stop. “I’m going to take a walk.”

      “It’s late, Bug,” Jerry said. “Why don’t you just stay here and talk to us.”

      I didn’t meet his eyes, turning so my back was to them. “Maybe, in a little while,” I said, hearing the tremble in my own voice and hating myself for it. “I just need some time to myself.”

      I was already out the door, not bothering to shut it behind me, when I heard Aidan’s voice. “Let her go, Jerry. Just give her a few minutes. She doesn’t want to cry and if you go after her right now, it’s just going to make things worse. Give her a few minutes.”

      I was down the steps and on the front walk within seconds, inhaling deeply to calm myself. It wasn’t Jerry’s fault, I reminded myself. He hadn’t made this situation. It was easier to be angry with Aidan, but it wasn’t his fault either. Griffin was my problem, and they couldn’t deal with it for me. I was the idiot here. It was rare that I found myself wishing I listened to what my father said – but now was one of those times.

      There was nowhere to go – even if I wanted to. So, instead, I started pacing. Up and down the front walk, stopping when I got the street and then turning around and ambling back. My mind was busy, so I let it wander.

      What was my problem? Was it really Aidan and Jerry? Sure, I was angry with Jerry for leaving me the previous evening, but I wasn’t angry because he sneaked away to see Aidan. My brother and Jerry seemed inevitable at this point; I had already readied myself for it. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I liked it.

      So, what was I really angry about? The petulant part of me knew I was angry because if Jerry hadn’t left last night, I wouldn’t have slept with Griffin and then had my heart crushed this morning when he walked away.

      “Crap,” I grumbled. Jerry isn’t the bad friend. I am. I guess I had some apologizing to do.

      I moved toward the front door to the building, every intention of making up with Jerry and Aidan propelling me forward, when two figures moved from the nearby shrubbery and cut me off from the door.

      For a second – just a second – I thought they were Jerry and Aidan coming to find me after all.

      I was wrong.

      The figures were too tall. They were wrapped in dark cloaks, the only hint of skin visible coming from their unhuman white hands.

      Wraiths.

      I opened my mouth to yell, immediately thinking better of it. If I drew a crowd, the wraiths were likely to hurt anyone who crossed their path. I considered my other options.

      I could run, but where? The wraiths knew I would circle back. They would just wait me out.

      My keys were in my coat pocket and my car was in the parking lot. That seemed a safer bet.

      “So, are you guys lost or something?” I asked the question and took a step back.

      The wraiths remained still.

      “There’s a great karaoke bar about two blocks over. You guys would really fit in there. You should give it a try.”

      The only sound coming from the wraiths was a low hiss. Maybe that’s how they communicate? Maybe I don’t really care. Another ten feet and I’ll be in the parking lot.

      “If karaoke isn’t your thing, I think they still do drag queen bingo downtown,” I offered. “It’s proven to be a big hit. The waiting list is like two months long, but they’ll probably just let you guys in because of your ultra-cool outfits.”

      I was only five feet away now. Oh, screw it.

      “Or you could just crawl back into whatever holes you crawled out of and die like you should have from the beginning.”

      My keys were out of my pocket now and I pressed the button to disengage the car’s locks. The wraiths must have realized what I was doing, because they were moving toward me now. I didn’t know anything could move that fast. They were on me before I could open the door, one set of hands gripping my left arm and jerking me in the opposite direction from the car.

      The minute the hands were on me, I felt the same draining sensation I had in the hospital. I hit the ground, my arm sliding across the cement as I fought to keep my head from taking the brunt of the blow.

      It took me a second to collect my wits, but when I did I managed to roll over onto my back. The wraiths were standing above me, like horror movie ghouls readying themselves to descend on their prey.

      My arm was sore from the fall, but I pushed the pain out of my mind. “What do you want?”

      The wraiths didn’t answer. Instead, they both took a step closer to me, in tandem, as though they shared the same mind. It was eerie.

      I wanted to screw my eyes shut so I couldn’t see what was about to happen. My mind traveled to Aidan for a second, because I knew he would be the one to find my body. I don’t know how I knew, I just knew. It was something that would haunt him forever. My heart clenched in my chest. There was no way I was going to give these … things … the satisfaction of showing fear. They may kill me, but I wouldn’t let them scare me before they did it.

      Instead, I braced for whatever was about to come – knowing it wouldn’t be good – and waited.

      Everyone has to die. I wonder whose list I’m on?
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      When you accept your inevitable death, it’s the waiting that becomes tedious. So why, after moving so fast, were the wraiths now moving slower than senior citizens at a Rihanna concert?

      I almost jumped out of my skin when I saw the point of a knife slip through the chest of the wraith on my right and then disappear. For a moment, I thought I imagined it. Then the wraith howled and started to disintegrate – just like the one at the retirement home.

      “What the … ?”

      Once it was gone, and I saw a familiar face materialize in the dark, I realized what had happened. Aidan was there with one of Jerry’s large cooking knives clenched in his hand and a look of absolute loathing on his face.

      The other wraith turned from me and focused on Aidan – the more serious threat. The hiss it let loose sounded like a cry of mourning – but that could be my imagination running wild.

      Aidan didn’t look particularly perturbed.

      “I think you’re going to find that coming to my sister’s home was your first mistake,” he growled, pulling the knife back and slamming it into remaining wraith’s chest. He didn’t pull it out right away, though. Instead, he used it to pull the wraith closer to him. “I think you’re going to find that your second mistake was touching my sister. Putting your filthy, stinking hands on her.”

      Aidan wrenched the knife out of the wraith’s chest, watching with disinterest as it staggered to the ground before pieces started flaking off. Aidan kicked the wraith, causing it to explode into a poof of black dust, which started to dissipate on the wind.

      Aidan fixed his concerned eyes on me. “That’s right, who’s the boss now?”

      I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t tamp down the sense of relief rushing through me. Aidan reached down, wrapped his hand around my wrist, and then tugged until I was on my feet and his arms were around me.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” he said, burying his face in my hair. I could feel his heart pounding in his chest.

      “I scared the shit out of myself,” I admitted.

      “Are they gone?”

      I glanced over Aidan’s shoulder and saw Jerry standing on the front porch, a tennis racket in his hand and a baseball helmet sheltering his head.

      “They’re gone,” Aidan confirmed.

      “It’s good for them,” Jerry said, rushing toward us. “I was just about to go medieval on their asses.”

      Aidan couldn’t hide his smile. “It’s a good thing I got to them first then.”

      Once Jerry got to us, he pushed Aidan out of the way and enveloped me in a huge hug. “Thank God I was here,” he said. “You could have died.”

      I exchanged a wry look with Aidan, but patted Jerry’s back all the same. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      Aidan glanced around, but – surprisingly – we hadn’t managed to draw a crowd. “I think we should get you inside and get you cleaned up.”

      “What about this?” Jerry asked, pointing to the twin piles of ash on the ground.

      “What about it?” Aidan asked. “No one is going to know what it is. Hopefully it will just blow away.”

      He didn’t seem concerned, so Jerry merely shrugged. “Sounds good to me. I don’t really want to sweep it up anyway.”

      When we got back upstairs, Aidan helped me pull my coat off and handed it to Jerry. “Go get some peroxide and bandages.”

      Jerry took the coat, holding it between two fingers, and frowned. “Well, this is ruined.”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s ugly.”

      I scowled.

      “And there’s a big hole in the sleeve,” Jerry said, waggling his fingers through it so I would believe him.

      “Fine,” I sighed. No matter what Jerry said, I loved that coat. It was a simple, lightweight canvas accessory, but it was easy to move in, and it made my hips look smaller. That was a win for me.

      Jerry shoved the coat in the trash and then disappeared into the bathroom. Once he was gone, I risked a look at Aidan’s face. He had been angry when he killed the wraiths – and a little hopped up in the minutes after it happened. Now, though? He seemed calm. Looks could be deceiving.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him.

      “I’m fine,” Aidan replied, running his hands over my arms and shoulders as he looked for other injuries. “What hurts?”

      I didn’t think everything was an appropriate answer, so I shrugged. “My arm.”

      Aidan wrinkled his nose as he took a closer look at the shredded skin on my elbow. “I can see that. Once we clean it out it should be okay. It’s going to hurt for a few days, though.”

      That was better than the alternative.

      “What else hurts?” Aidan asked.

      Since I had been running on adrenaline, I didn’t have time to think about it before. Now that he mentioned it, though, some definite aches and pains were starting to make themselves known.

      “My knee,” I admitted.

      “This one?” Aidan moved his hands down gently, making sure he wasn’t about to cause me undue pain. Once his hands hit a sore spot, though, I couldn’t help but yelp. “Sorry,” Aidan said. “You need to take your pants off.”

      “Um, no.”

      Aidan held his hands up. “I’m your brother – and I’m gay. Trust me, I don’t want to see anything you have to offer.”

      He had a point.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “This is still all kinds of weird.”

      “We could go to the hospital,” Aidan offered. “Unfortunately, once your name is flagged in the system – looking like someone beat the crap out of you, by the way – that’s probably going to show up in whatever little database Detective Dinglefritz is using to monitor you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as I pulled my pants down – silently thanking the gods (yes, all of them) that I had worn boy short panties instead of a thong today. “Detective Dinglefritz?”

      “That’s his new name,” Aidan growled.

      It fit.

      Aidan helped me pull the jeans off the rest of the way when fatigue forced me to sink back down onto the couch. There was an ugly red welt growing across my right knee. The skin wasn’t broken, but it was going to hurt in the morning. Aidan’s face was almost as red as my knee when he saw it – but I could tell it was rage fueling him.

      “I’m going to beat that guy to within an inch of his life,” he said.

      “Who? You already killed them.”

      “Not them,” Aidan said. “Detective Dinglefritz. This is all his fault.”

      I wasn’t Griffin’s biggest fan right now, but even I couldn’t fathom how this was his fault. “How so?”

      “If you hadn’t been mad at him you wouldn’t have yelled at me and stormed out into a big wraith trap,” Aidan replied.

      That sounded reasonable.

      “Fine, we’ll go with that.”

      

      “I TALKED to Dad,” Aidan said the next morning. He had insisted on spending the night, so all three of us had slept in my bedroom because Aidan refused to leave my side and Jerry didn’t want to be alone in case wraiths infiltrated the condo in the middle of the night.

      The three of us were now sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast.

      “What did he say?”

      “He’s not happy,” Aidan replied.

      One look at his face told me that was an understatement. “Well, we’ve killed three wraiths in less than forty-eight hours; that’s got to make him happy.”

      Aidan cocked his head to the side. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s the way he sees it.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “We have to be there for dinner tonight because he wants to talk about things,” Aidan said. “Oh, and you’re excused from work for the next few days.”

      “I’m fine,” I protested.

      “It took you five minutes to walk the twenty feet from your bedroom to the kitchen this morning,” Aidan pointed out. “And you stopped drinking liquids last night because it hurt too much to go to the bathroom.”

      “Oh, God,” Jerry said, smacking the side of his face with his hand. “Does it burn when you pee? Did Detective Dinglefritz give you the clap?”

      It wasn’t funny, but I couldn’t stop the laughter from bubbling up.

      “Not because of that,” Aidan snapped. “Because it hurts for her to sit down on the toilet. She’s a girl, they don’t go standing up.”

      Realization – and relief – washed over Jerry’s face. “Well, that’s good to know.”

      In what world? I was uncomfortable with the conversation thread, though, so I changed it. “You didn’t tell him anything else, did you?”

      Aidan looked confused. “Like what? If you’re asking whether I told him about Jerry and me, that would be a big, fat no. It’s none of his business. It’s none of any of their business. And, quite frankly, I’m going to be pissed off if you tell them. I’ll tell them when I’m ready.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then what did you mean?”

      I was really close to hating men again – even when the man presently irritating me was acting like a woman.

      “I think she’s talking about Detective Dinglefritz,” Jerry supplied.

      “Oh,” Aidan said. “No, of course I didn’t tell Dad about that ass sleeping with you and then ditching you the next morning. He’d have a heart attack.”

      Well, that was a relief.

      “I told Redmond, though,” Aidan added. “He’s planning revenge even as we speak.”

      Crap.
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      “Can I get you anything?”

      The minute I walked through the door of Grimlock Manor my brothers were on me, offering to help me sit down, bringing me drinks and trying to force feed me finger sandwiches every time I turned around.

      It was sweet – and annoying.

      “I said I was fine,” I said.

      “She looks cold,” Dad said from behind his desk. “One of you get her a blanket.”

      Cillian immediately grabbed the afghan off the back of the couch he was sitting on and brought it toward me.

      “I’m not cold,” I said.

      “And that blanket is ugly,” Jerry said. He had insisted on coming to dinner. He said it was because he wanted to protect me, but it was far more likely he was uncomfortable being alone. At least he left the tennis racket at the condo.

      Dad cleared his throat. “My mother knitted that blanket.”

      Jerry looked momentarily flummoxed. “Well, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Dad waved him off. “She was a wonderful lady, though, and that blanket is a family heirloom.”

      He thinks everything in this house is a family heirloom.

      “Was she colorblind?” Jerry asked.

      “Who?”

      “Your mother.”

      “No.” Now Dad was the one who looked confused.

      “Well then, someone should have told her that orange and blue don’t make up a pleasant color pattern – even for a blanket.”

      Dad pursed his lips and turned back to me. “You’re very lucky, young lady.”

      “How did this become my fault?” I shifted, trying to flex my knee. It hurt. Braden was on his feet and moving a footstool in front of me, gently placing my leg on it, before I could even register his movement.

      “You were the one that went out by yourself after dark,” Dad explained. “You’re obviously on the radar of whoever is amassing these wraiths. Try using your brain next time.”

      “Hey!”

      Redmond was angry. “Leave her alone,” he said. “It’s not like she could have guessed this would happen. Until now, we’ve only seen the wraiths when we were out collecting souls. How could she know they’d follow her home?”

      “Well, since wraiths have only shown up on her jobs, it wasn’t that foregone of a conclusion,” Dad countered, “but we should have anticipated it.”

      Huh, that was weird. I hadn’t even thought about that. Apparently, no one else in the room had put it together either.

      “Wait, so you think that the wraiths are following Aisling?” Cillian asked.

      “Have the rest of you run into a wraith?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      “Then we have to assume, for now at least, that they’re keyed into Aisling somehow.”

      “That’s not right,” Aidan said suddenly. “Addie was my charge. Aisling just happened to be at the retirement home.”

      “Yes, but she was originally on Aisling’s list,” Dad pointed out. “I didn’t want to overtax her, though, so I gave her only one charge that day and assigned one of you to do the other as backup.”

      Aidan’s face fell. “Yeah, and I traded Cillian for it when Jerry called me all freaked out.”

      Why do I feel like I’m being infantilized here? “Why would the wraiths only be sent out on my assignments?”

      “Maybe because you’re new,” Braden said. “Maybe whoever is in charge thinks that a new reaper is an easy reaper?”

      “See, I’m not the only one who thinks you’re easy,” Aidan teased, immediately regretting his words when my face fell. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t mean what?” Dad asked, clearly behind the gossip curve.

      “Nothing,” I replied hurriedly.

      “When I get my hands on Detective Dinglefritz, I’m going to wring his neck,” Redmond growled.

      Clearly that nickname was catching on.

      “Who is Detective Dinglefritz?” Dad asked.

      Crap.

      “Detective Taylor,” Braden supplied. “He’s on our list. He’s at the top now. He might be the only name on it for the foreseeable future actually.”

      “He’s always been on my list,” Dad said. “Not that I’m complaining, but why are we especially mad at him now?”

      I glared at Aidan. “Thanks.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What is going on?” Dad asked.

      “Aisling had sex with Griffin – sorry, Detective Dinglefritz – and he bolted the next morning,” Jerry explained. “Sorry, Bug, this could take forever and you guys are terrible liars. It was going to come out eventually, and I’m hungry.”

      I tried to swallow my upper lip when color started creeping up Dad’s neck. This wasn’t going to be good.

      “What did you just say?”

      “He said he and Aidan are a couple now,” I said. What? If I’m going down I’m taking everyone else with me.

      “Oh, nice,” Aidan exploded.

      “Aisling,” Jerry chided. “That was not nice.”

      “Congratulations,” Redmond offered, slapping Aidan on the back.

      “It’s about time,” Braden agreed.

      “Jerry is definitely a better choice than Detective Dinglefritz,” Cillian added.

      Dad held up his hand for silence. “We’ll get to Jerry and Aidan in a second,” he said. “I want to know – wait, I don’t want to know, but now I guess I have to know – what happened with Detective Taylor?”

      I frowned. I was not talking about my sex life with my father. This is the man who found my birth control pills when I was a teenager and accused me of being on drugs. This couldn’t end well. I was just going to pretend this wasn’t happening. Is he still looking at me?

      “Detective Dinglefritz showed up at the apartment after that whole wraith thing at the retirement home,” Jerry explained. “I guess things got heated – in more ways than one – and then he bolted the next morning.”

      Besides, I don’t have to say anything when I have Jerry the Mouth to do it for me.

      Dad looked as though he was hoping for a hole to open up and swallow him. “I see.”

      I glanced at Redmond, who was having trouble keeping a straight face. “This isn’t funny.”

      “I agree,” he said after a beat. “I’m going to kill that guy. I’m laughing at Dad. I think he honestly thought you were still a virgin.”

      “He didn’t think that,” I scoffed. “He just pretended that was the case. Why is it that when you guys get laid he gives you a pat on the back and an ‘atta boy’ but when it happens to me the world suddenly ceases turning on its axis?”

      “Because men are considered studs when they get some and women are considered sluts,” Redmond replied. “I don’t make the rules.”

      “Who are all these women that these studs are getting laid with?”

      Redmond shrugged. “Sluts?”

      “That seems really misogynistic.”

      “That’s life.”

      “Life sucks,” I said.

      “And then you die.”

      Everyone jumped when the doorbell rang.

      “Are we expecting someone?” Braden asked.

      “No,” Dad said. “Maybe it’s just a delivery. I ordered some books. Let’s get back to the conversation at hand.”

      “Let’s not,” I argued.

      “Aisling, this is a serious issue.”

      “Wait a second,” Aidan interrupted. “I don’t think this is fair.”

      “I agree,” Cillian said. “I don’t think it’s fair to jump on Aisling.”

      “Yeah,” Jerry said. “Detective Dinglefritz already did that and look how that turned out.”

      Dad’s face was now beet red. “Jerry, you’re a part of this family and I love you.”

      “Thank you.” Jerry looked pleased.

      “If you don’t shut your mouth, though … I can't be responsible for what I'm going to do to you.”

      “What did I say?” Jerry turned to me, his eyes wide.

      I leaned back on the couch, stretching my knee across the footstool. This night was turning into a mess. And since I was almost killed by two wraiths the night before, that was saying something.

      “I want to get back to you … doing things with the cop,” Dad said, trying to pretend this was a normal conversation.

      “What things?” Braden pressed.

      “You’re not funny, young man,” Dad yelled.

      “I just need clarification,” Braden said. “Were they knitting? Reading a good book? Playing Monopoly?”

      “She’s your sister,” Redmond pointed out. “How much clarification do you need?”

      Braden considered the question. “Point taken. As far as I’m concerned, Aisling is sexless.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Thankfully, the conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door. One of the maids – I think her name was Steffi – poked her head in. “There’s a police officer here.”

      Uh-oh.

      “Tell him we’re busy,” I ordered.

      “No,” Dad said, his smile slight and grim. “By all means, show him in.”

      No. No. No. It was too late, though. Griffin was already in the room and all four of my brothers were on their feet, their hands clenched into fists.

      “Is this a bad time?” Griffin asked, refusing to look me in the eye.

      “Oh, no,” Redmond said. “We’re really happy to see you, Detective Dinglefritz.”

      Oh, good. This will end well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Griffin must have sensed he was walking into a room where he was the most unpopular occupant, but to his credit he didn’t turn and flee.

      Dammit!

      “I’m glad you’re all here,” he said, clearly nervous. “I have something I want to discuss with you.”

      “Good,” Redmond agreed. “We have something to discuss with you, too.”

      Griffin’s eyes finally found mine, even though my brothers were trying to build a wall between us with their bodies. The minute he caught sight of me his face moved from grim to concerned. “What happened to you?”

      “You happened to her,” Jerry said.

      Griffin attempted to push his way between Braden and Redmond to get to me. “What are you guys doing? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine,” Redmond growled. “No thanks to you.”

      Griffin looked momentarily taken aback. “What’s going on here?”

      “Well, Detective Dinglefritz, my sister was attacked outside her condominium last night,” Aidan said.

      “By one of those things? One of those things from Summer’s Dream?”

      “It’s called a wraith,” I said.

      “And she was attacked by two of them,” Aidan said. “If I hadn’t been there, she would be dead.”

      “We all know you’re a hero,” Braden deadpanned. “This isn’t about you, though.”

      “Are you all right?” Griffin ignored my brothers.

      Concern was evident on his face, but I wasn’t feeling overly conciliatory. “I survived.”

      “Her jacket was ruined,” Jerry said.

      Redmond hit him in the arm. “You’re not helping. Go sit down.”

      Jerry huffed. “Everyone in this family is mean, especially today.”

      “That’s what happens when our sister is almost killed twice in two days,” Cillian said.

      “And it’s all Detective Dinglefritz’s fault,” Aidan grumbled.

      “How is it my fault? And why are you calling me that?”

      “It seems to me you’ve earned it,” Dad said, speaking for the first time since Griffin walked into the room. His voice was so low it bordered on evil. I had to fight the urge to shudder.

      “Listen,” Griffin said. “I understand you’re all worried that I’m going to spill your big family secret. I’m not going to.”

      “Don’t act like it’s because you’re doing us some big favor,” Braden said. “You’re doing it because no one would believe you.”

      “You’re right,” Griffin conceded. “I wouldn’t tell even if that wasn’t the case, though. I promise.”

      “Forgive me if I find your promises empty,” Dad said.

      Griffin’s gaze bounced around the room, not settling on any one face for too long. “I think I’m missing something. Does anyone want to enlighten me?”

      Jerry’s hand shot up.

      Griffin sighed. “Jerry, do you want to enlighten me?”

      “Everyone knows you had sex with Aisling and then bolted the next morning,” he said. “They’re pissed.”

      Man, I wish I still had some of those happy pills from the first wraith attack about now.

      Griffin’s jaw tightened and he risked a look in my direction. “You told your father? Really?”

      “No,” I shook my head, beyond embarrassment at this point. “I told Jerry and Aidan. Aidan told the rest of my brothers and … here we are.”

      Griffin nodded his head, wrinkling his nose as he did. “Well, that makes perfect sense.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault,” I said. “I was upset. Aidan is the one with the big mouth.”

      “Aidan is the one who saved you from being sucked dry by two wraiths on the front lawn last night,” Aidan reminded me. “Detective Dinglefritz here is the reason you were out pacing the front lawn, putting yourself in danger.”

      “Thanks, I forgot.”

      I’m going to wake up any second now. I just know it. This dream is even worse than the one where Great White sharks are living under my carpet trying to eat me.

      “I think my relationship with Aisling is between the two of us,” Griffin said. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “What relationship?” Jerry asked, his hands on hips. “I don’t consider a one-night stand and morning-after jilting a relationship.”

      “He has a point,” Aidan said. “And I was on your side, dude.”

      “You’re a bad, bad man,” Jerry said.

      This was getting out of hand.

      “Detective Taylor, why don’t you have a seat,” Dad said.

      Griffin looked unsure.

      “Sit down, Detective Taylor.”

      Griffin looked unhappy at being talked down to, but he did as he was told, opting for one of the wingback chairs in front of my father’s desk.

      Dad turned his attention to everyone else in the room. “Boys, sit down.”

      Redmond, Cillian and Braden all shuffled to the couch I was sitting on, sandwiching me between them as they scrunched in. The message was clear: If Griffin wanted to get near me he would have to go through them.

      Aidan settled on the other couch with Jerry, but he didn’t look happy about it. I think, if I wasn’t so sore, he would have tried to settle on my lap to make the Grimlock wall complete.

      “Detective Taylor, I’m not going to lie to you,” Dad said. “I’m not thrilled with what I’ve just heard about you.”

      Griffin opened his mouth to speak but Dad silenced him with a look.

      “Raising boys isn’t easy, but it’s certainly easier than raising a girl,” Dad continued. “One minute they’re rosy-cheeked little moppets with dolls and stuffed animals and your biggest concern is that they want to curl your hair and put makeup on you.”

      “That was Aidan,” I protested.

      Dad shot me a hard glare.

      “Then, practically overnight, they turn into these giggling little phone-obsessed aliens in your house,” he said. “That’s when your worries begin. And why, you may be asking yourself? Because you know what dogs men are.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      “The last thing you want for your daughter is to get caught up with the kind of man who isn’t going to treat her right,” Dad went on. “At a certain point, though, you realize that no man is going to treat her right because it isn’t possible.”

      “Does anyone know where he’s going with this?” Cillian whispered.

      “I think he’s saying we’re all dogs,” Redmond said.

      “I got that,” Cillian said. “Why is he telling this to Detective Dinglefritz, though?”

      Griffin shifted his eyes in our direction. His face was unreadable.

      “I’m telling this to Detective Dinglefritz, I mean Detective Taylor, because I want him to be aware of where he stands in this family,” Dad said.

      “Last time I checked, I’m not a part of your family,” Griffin said.

      The jab hurt.

      “Just be aware that if you hurt my daughter again, this family is going to bury you,” Dad said. “And we’re reapers, so we know how to hide a body. I want to make sure that you’re clear that when I say bury, I mean in the literal sense of the word.”

      The chill in the room was unmistakable.

      “Now, with that out of the way, what is it that you wanted to talk with us about?”

      Griffin pulled his phone out of his pocket, fiddling with it for a second, and then handing it over to my father. Dad took the phone without saying a word and glanced down at the screen. His frown deepened. “What am I looking at?”

      “It’s a symbol,” Griffin said. “It was found burned into Brian Harper’s body. We’ve had people researching the symbol, but we can’t find anyone who knows what it is. I figured since you guys seem to know a little bit about things that other people don’t know exist, you might be able to tell me what it is.”

      “It looks familiar,” Dad admitted. “I’m just not sure. Cillian?”

      Cillian took the phone and looked at it, furrowing his brow. “This does look familiar.”

      Cillian handed the phone to Redmond so everyone could pass it around. When I finally saw it, I felt a stirring in my memory, even though I couldn’t quite hold on to the thread.

      “It looks like a Celtic symbol, or Greek,” Braden said.

      “I think it’s Greek,” Cillian agreed. “It’s got that little eye thing. I see that a lot in Greek mythology.”

      We’re so scholarly sometimes.

      “May I ask, how was it burned into the body?” Dad asked. “Was it a brand?”

      Griffin shook his head. “The medical examiner says that if it were a brand there would be bits of skin missing when the brand was pulled away. So, no, it’s not a brand.”

      “It looks as though this was on the victim’s shoulder,” Aidan said when he got a chance to look at the photo.

      “Right above the heart,” Griffin said.

      “Well, the question is, how did it get there?” Dad mused.

      “Well, do those wraith things burn it there with their minds?” Griffin asked, searching the room for an answer and finally landing on me. “And if these wraiths can suck the life out of people, why are they stabbing them?”

      That was a good question.

      I shrugged. “We haven’t actually had a wraith problem until the last two weeks,” I said. “They’re supposed to be rare. Maybe someone else stabbed Brian Harper and they sucked his soul after the fact.”

      “Why would they be here then?”

      “That’s what we keep asking ourselves,” Braden sighed, shifting on the couch and jarring my knee. “Sorry,” he said, rubbing my shoulder. “I keep forgetting how banged up you are.”

      Griffin frowned. “Should she be in the hospital?”

      “And how do we explain that?” Aidan asked. “Oh, yeah, two ghouls jumped her in downtown Royal Oak?”

      Griffin rubbed his jaw. “I guess you’re right. If you say she was mugged, then they would have called us and you would have had to file a false police report.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s why we didn’t do it.”

      “I thought we didn’t take her to the hospital because we didn’t want Detective Dinglefritz showing up?” Jerry asked.

      “Jerry, it’s quiet time for you,” Dad admonished him.

      Griffin got up from the chair and moved toward me, ignoring the rumbling emanating from Redmond’s chest. He knelt down in front of me, searching my eyes for a second. “Do you think you should go to the hospital? I’ll take you.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “It’s just a sore knee and a torn up elbow – and my face is a little bruised.”

      “And that huge bruise on your ass,” Aidan said.

      Redmond shot Aidan an incredulous look.

      “What? I was there and she had to take her pants off so I could get a look at her knee,” Aidan protested. “It’s not as though I looked.”

      “You obviously looked,” Redmond said. “She’s your sister.”

      “Dude,” Braden muttered.

      “Hey, you weren’t there,” Aidan said. “You didn’t see her two seconds from death and you didn’t shove a knife into the chest of two soul-sucking asshats to save her. Don’t judge me.”

      “Leave him alone,” I said.

      Griffin hadn’t moved. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      If I weren’t so angry with him, his concern would have touched me. “I’m fine.”

      Griffin got back to his feet and turned. “So, what happens now?”

      “Now?” Dad looked nonplussed. “Now we have the same problem we had a week ago and no answers to solve it. The only thing we know is that Aisling and Aidan have managed to kill three of them and that, for some reason, they’re focusing on Aisling.”

      Griffin’s eyebrows shot up. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because they’ve only appeared on her jobs,” Braden said.

      “None of the rest of you have seen them?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then she can’t go out on any more jobs,” Griffin said.

      “Since when are you the boss of me?” I asked.

      Griffin ignored me. “I’m not joking.”

      “She’s right, you’re not in charge,” Dad said. “That being said, she’s not going out on any jobs until we know what’s going on here.”

      My mouth opened to argue but, who am I kidding, I’m too sore to care.

      “If the numbers we got from the club the other night are right, that means there are only four left,” Redmond said.

      “We don’t know that, though,” Aidan said. “We just know that at least seven of them were sighted together. We have no idea whether that means there are only seven or at least seven.”

      “They’re not the big worry either,” Cillian said. “Not that they’re not something to worry about.”

      “No,” Dad agreed. “The big worry is whoever is controlling the wraiths.”

      “And we’re still thinking it’s a witch?” I asked.

      “A witch?” Griffin’s face drained of color. “Now there are witches, too?”

      “There are lots of things out there,” Jerry said. “Just go with it.”

      “What makes you think a witch is behind this?” Griffin said, recovering slightly.

      I glanced at Cillian. “You’re on.”

      Cillian repeated the story of Genevieve Torth – not shortening it, even a little – and, when he was done, Griffin looked more confused than he had when Cillian started.

      “You all believe in this?”

      “We’re reapers,” I replied. “You’d be surprised at what we believe.”

      “And what we’ve seen,” Redmond added.

      “Oh, well good.” Griffin’s face went from disbelieving to weary as he sank back down in the wingback chair.

      “I say we have some dinner,” Dad said. “After that, we’ll form a plan.”
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      “That’s the plan?”

      Dad focused on his cherry cobbler – my least favorite dessert – and pretended he didn’t hear me. “This is really good tonight.”

      “You know I hate cherries,” I grumbled, pushing my plate to the center of the table. You would think, after two near-death experiences in a row, that I would have warranted a blueberry pie or something.

      Braden and Cillian both reached for my uneaten dessert.

      “I want it,” Cillian said, his mouth full.

      “You’ve had enough,” Braden countered. “You’ll get fat.”

      Griffin was still at the table, picking at his own dessert. I had risked a few glances at him over the meal, but never caught him looking in my direction. I’m guessing his “thinking” wasn’t going so well. Well, no matter, I never really liked him anyway.

      “I’m still not clear on the plan,” I said.

      “What part confuses you?” Dad asked.

      “The part where I go home and do nothing,” I replied.

      “You’re injured,” Redmond said.

      “That won’t last forever,” I countered.

      “It will last for the next week or so,” Aidan said. “Besides, if we keep you away from jobs, that might force the wraiths to show up when we’re covering. If everything goes as planned, we can pick them off one at a time. By the time you get back on the job, things will hopefully be more settled.”

      “And you’re big, strong men,” I muttered.

      “What?” Braden raised an eyebrow, challenging me to say more.

      “And you’re big, strong men,” I repeated. “You can handle the wraiths while I lie on the couch and watch soap operas. That’s what you have in mind, right? That’s what you’re really saying.”

      Redmond blew out a sigh. “You have got to get over this boys-against-girls thing. That’s not what this is about.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Then why does it feel like that is exactly what this is about?”

      “Because you’re all hopped up on estrogen and … PMS,” Redmond shot back.

      “Not for two weeks,” Jerry said.

      I wanted to crawl across the table and strangle him.

      From his spot on the other side of the table, I couldn’t miss Griffin’s smirk as he silently laughed. Great.

      Cillian wrinkled his nose as he regarded Jerry. “How do you know that?”

      “I live with her,” Jerry said, nonplussed. “It’s pretty obvious when it’s going on.”

      “How?” Braden looked mildly curious – and majorly grossed out.

      “The garbage can,” Jerry said.

      “Eww,” Aidan said.

      “Can we not talk about this while I’m eating my cherry cobbler?” Cillian asked.

      “Can we not talk about this ever again?” Redmond chimed in.

      “I wish I was an only child,” I said.

      Dad rubbed his forehead wearily. “On days like today, so do I.”

      

      ONCE dinner was over, Griffin announced he was leaving. He leveled his gaze on me, forcing a tingle to course from my head to my toes. “Do you want to walk me out?”

      Well, that was a loaded question. I could feel every set of purple eyes in the room boring into my back, causing my neck to heat up as I considered an answer. “Um, sure.”

      “I’ll show him out,” Redmond interjected. “You need to rest.”

      “I can show him out,” I protested. “I’m not a child. It’s not like he’s going to jump me in the bushes in front of the house.”

      Dad cleared his throat but didn’t offer an argument. I met Redmond’s eyes, challenging him to offer further complaint, but he wisely stepped back.

      “Fine,” Redmond said. “If you need me … .”

      “I’ll yell,” I finished.

      I turned to Griffin, moving toward the dining room door and leading him away from the overt anger emanating from the men in my life. Once we got to the door, I opened it and let him walk out in front of me. I shut the door behind us, making sure my brothers couldn’t interrupt whatever sterling conversation Griffin and I were about to embark on.

      I expected Griffin to yell at me for spilling about our tryst, but he seemed uncertain when we were finally alone.

      “Well, what do you want to talk about?” I prodded.

      “I’m not sure,” Griffin admitted.

      I bit my lip, fighting the urge to smack him across the face and then jump his bones while he was still reeling from the blow. Seriously, what is wrong with me? I sighed. “I’m sorry I told Aidan and Jerry what happened,” I said. “I didn’t plan to; it just kind of spilled out when we were fighting last night.”

      Griffin shrugged. “It’s not like I’m ashamed.”

      His comment surprised me. “It’s not? You couldn’t get out of my place fast enough. Shame had to be involved in that decision somewhere.” Do I sound bitter? I feel bitter.

      “Not shame,” Griffin corrected. “More like guilt and worry.”

      “Guilt?”

      “I didn’t go over to your place with the intention of, well, doing that.”

      I laughed, the sound hollow in my ears. “It’s not like I think you’re some sort of sexual predator.”

      Griffin shook his head, running a hand through his hair as he tried to gain control of his emotions. “Good. I just don’t … this is all really strange to me.”

      I tried to put myself in his place. “I understand that,” I said. “I’ve turned your whole world upside down, challenged your belief system and made you rethink everything you thought you knew about the nature of life and death.”

      Griffin chuckled. “That’s a little heavy-handed, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged. “My family says I’m the dramatic one.”

      “Your whole family is dramatic,” Griffin replied. “I don’t think you’re on the top of the Grimlock list when it comes to drama.”

      I smiled ruefully. “Yeah, I guess not.”

      “Aisling, I don’t want you to think that I don’t find you attractive,” Griffin said, trying not to choke on the words. “I do. That’s why what happened the other night happened. Since the minute I saw you, I couldn’t help but be drawn to you. It’s been building inside of me.”

      That was nice to hear. I think.

      “I also don’t want you to think that I can just accept this all in a matter of days and sign up for the Grimlock crazy parade,” he continued. “I need to sort this all out.”

      His words hurt, even though I don’t think that was the intent behind them. “It’s fine,” I said, trying to project an air of breeziness. “It’s not like I’m sitting in my bedroom crying about you while listening to sappy love songs.”

      Griffin inclined his head. “I would be okay with that if you were,” he said.

      “How so?”

      Griffin puffed out his chest. “If you were pining for me, I would be okay with it.”

      I shook my head, trying to hide my smile. “Typical man.”

      “I have a feeling you’re used to being around men and the strange ways they think,” Griffin said. “At least I have that going for me.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Still, I don’t know how this is all going to go,” Griffin said. “I just want to get through this and then we’ll see … we’ll see where things are when I can wrap my head around everything, when I’ve had a few days to breathe.”

      Something about his statement hit a nerve. “I’m not going to sit around waiting for you,” I challenged. “You’re not that good in bed, no matter what you may think.”

      Griffin’s eyes widened, surprise and hurt warring for control. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant,” I said, taking a step away from him. “You need to think. No one is stopping you. I’m not asking for anything from you. I’m a big girl. It’s not like I’m looking for wine and roses.”

      It was pride talking. I knew that. I didn’t know how else to handle the situation, though. Being close to him was doing weird things to my head – and my heart – and things were getting jumbled.

      “So, you don’t want … you just want to forget the other night happened?” Griffin looked pained.

      That was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I couldn’t tell him that without laying myself bare, though, and I couldn’t bear the thought of being vulnerable and letting him have all the power. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to say the words I knew I should.

      “I think you should take some time and think,” I said finally. “When you figure things out, when this is all over, we’ll see how we both feel.”

      Griffin’s eyes searched my face for a moment. “I need you to be careful,” he said.

      “I am careful,” I said. “It’s not like I go out looking for this stuff, no matter what my brothers say to the contrary.”

      “No,” Griffin agreed. “It seems to find you, though. It’s like you’re a magnet for trouble, and that scares me. Even with all this stuff going on, the one thing I’m sure about is that I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      His words warmed me. “We can both agree on that.”

      “That we don’t want anything to happen to you?”

      I nodded, smiling despite myself. “Absolutely.”

      Griffin reached out, taking my hand in his. “Just be careful.”

      I tried to tamp down the warmth creeping up my body at his touch. “You, too.”

      “I don’t think I’m the one in danger,” Griffin said.

      “You’re a cop,” I replied. “Aren’t you always in danger, especially in Detroit?”

      “I guess,” Griffin agreed. “Somehow, I think the danger I’m in on a day-to-day basis is a little different than the danger you’re in.”

      “Not usually,” I countered. “When wraiths aren’t around, being a reaper is pretty boring. It’s kind of like being a travel agent – without the free first-class upgrades.”

      Griffin smirked. “That’s an interesting way of looking at things.”

      “I’m nothing if not interesting,” I teased.

      Griffin, still holding my hand, reached up with his other and brushed a strand of hair from my face. “This is all going to be okay, right? Your family will be able to handle this and things will be fine.”

      I didn’t know who he was trying to convince, himself or me. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I had no idea how this would end so I did what came naturally: I lied. “It’s going to be fine.”

      Griffin pulled my hand up and pressed a quick kiss into my palm before turning and moving down the front walk. “Don’t forget what you promised,” he called back.

      “And what did I promise?”

      “That you will be careful.”

      “I won’t forget.”

      Griffin was almost to his car, which was parked at the curb in front of the house. “Oh, and Aisling,” he said, turning back to face me. “You turned my world upside down before I knew what you were. Don’t forget that.”

      My heart flip-flopped as I watched him drive away.

      Crap. I’m in so far over my head here.
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      Once back at the condo, I left Aidan and Jerry to watch a movie – and whatever else they had planned (which I didn’t want to know about) – and climbed into bed. My body was still sore from the wraith attack, but for the first time in days I felt a sense of hope.

      Unfortunately, that hope was wrapped around Griffin, which made me feel a little pathetic. When you grow up in a family of men, you learn at an early age that you don’t want to give a man the power in a relationship. Where Griffin was concerned, I felt utterly powerless. And, while that’s exciting in some ways, it’s terrifying in others.

      Despite my busy mind, I dropped off to sleep relatively quickly. At some point in the night, though, something woke me. I bolted to a sitting position, my heart racing, and wracked my brain to remember what I had been dreaming about.

      Then it hit me: The symbol. The symbol burned into Brian Harper’s body. I knew where I had seen it before.

      I tossed the covers off and climbed out of bed, pushing the pain in my knee out of my mind. Aidan and Jerry weren’t in the living room. A quick look at the clock told me it was almost 2 a.m. They were probably in bed. I could only hope they were sleeping.

      I made my decision quickly. I would go and check my hunch. It wouldn’t take long and, if I was right, I could tell Aidan about it in the morning.

      I dressed quietly, climbing into simple yoga pants, a tank top and a dark hoodie to ward off the cold. I grabbed my keys from the hook on the wall and let myself out of the condo carefully, making sure not to make any noise as I exited.

      Once in the car, I jumped on the freeway and headed toward Detroit. It took me fifteen minutes – the roads were mostly empty at this hour – before I finally got to my destination: Eternal Sunshine Cemetery.

      The gate was locked, so I had no choice but to park on the street and slip through the gate bars. It was a tight fit. For the first time tonight I was glad dessert was so gross that I hadn’t eaten any.

      You would think that a reaper has occasion to spend a lot of time in cemeteries. You would be wrong. By the time bodies get to cemeteries their souls are long  gone. So, no, I wasn’t familiar with this cemetery because of my work. I was familiar with this cemetery because this is where my mom was laid to rest.

      Eternal Sunshine is big – one of the biggest cemeteries in the area – but I knew exactly where I was going. The ambient light from the streetlights on the road surrounding the cemetery allowed me the ability to navigate the cobblestone paths without tripping.

      My mom was in the family mausoleum, located in one of the older sections of the cemetery. Grimlocks have been laid to rest in it for more than a century, but I visit only on my mom’s birthday to leave her a bouquet of lilies. They were her favorite, and that’s not just because she was named after them.

      It took me a few minutes to find what I was looking for: the Olivet mausoleum. It was two spots away from our mausoleum, and I had seen it so many times that I couldn’t believe that the symbol etched on its door didn’t jog my memory when Griffin was passing around his phone earlier.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and tapped the flashlight app just to be sure. As soon as the light fell on the door I felt a chill rush through me.  I turned the flashlight app off – it drains your battery pretty quickly – and considered my options.

      A smart person would turn around and go home, I told myself. She wouldn’t go into that mausoleum – in the dead of night – and snoop around. I reminded myself of my promise to Griffin, forcing my body to reluctantly turn and walk away. I was a smart person, no matter what the rest of my family thought.

      I was twenty feet down the path when another thought gave me pause. It couldn’t do any harm to look. Maybe if I saw some other occult symbols inside the mausoleum I would be able to help Cillian with his research. What? That’s a valid reason to look in that mausoleum. I’m certainly not doing it to prove something to anyone, especially my brothers.

      Yeah, I don’t believe it either.

      Still, I’m not a complete idiot. I pulled the phone out of my pocket again and sent a short text to Aidan.

      
        
        I found the symbol. It’s on the Olivet Mausoleum – in the same row as our mausoleum. Going to check it out. Be home soon.

      

      

      I flicked the button on my iPhone so it wouldn’t alert me to any incoming texts or phone calls and then slipped it back into my pocket. There. I covered my bases. Odds are I’ll be back home, in bed, before Aidan even sees the text.

      I strode back to the mausoleum, took a deep breath and turned the door handle. It was locked.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. People break into these things to steal all the time, especially in a city as economically depressed as Detroit. Still, I couldn’t quite swallow my disappointment. I shouldn’t have sent the text. I could hear Aidan howling about my stupidity now.

      I tried the door again – not that I was expecting a different outcome – and then blew out a frustrated sigh as I turned to leave. Well, at least I had found the symbol. That was something. Unfortunately, that wasn’t all I found. When I turned, I realized I was no longer alone – and in a lot more trouble than I initially thought possible.

      “Hey guys,” I greeted the two wraiths with faux enthusiasm. “Nice night, huh?”

      The wraiths stood like twin pillars of dark death. I guess when you start sucking souls in an attempt to hold on to a life that is no longer yours the sense of humor goes first.

      I bit my lower lip, considering my options. If I fled in the opposite direction I would be heading deeper into the cemetery. I had never been to the far end of it, but I was pretty sure the same brick walls that covered the front surrounded the back. Otherwise, the gate wouldn’t be necessary – and locking it would be a moot point.

      On the flip side, even if I had a weapon – which I didn’t think to bring (so much for being smart) – I couldn’t guarantee my ability to fight off two wraiths in the dark. I could try to track a wide circle and get behind them, but I wasn’t feeling all that comfortable with that scenario either.

      Well, crap.

      “So,” I tried again. “I don’t suppose you guys are just out for a midnight stroll and I can just be on my way?”

      No answer, just that airy hiss that was starting to invade my dreams nightly.

      “How about a truce,” I offered. “We all can just agree that it’s late, we’re tired and we’ll pick this up tomorrow. We can even set up a meeting time and place and the fight will be so much more interesting after a full night of rest.” What? It might work. Wraiths aren’t admitted to Mensa membership  on a regular basis.

      Still nothing.

      “Okay,” I held up my hands in surrender. “Take me to your leader.”

      The wraiths remained where they were, not a hint of movement or understanding emanating from them.

      Maybe they’re confused? Maybe they don’t know who I am? Maybe I’m deluding myself? That sounds more likely.

      I took a step to my right. The wraiths remained immobile so I took another step, and then another. I almost convinced myself that I was going to be able to get away, that they were going to just stand there while I moseyed out of the cemetery. That’s when I noticed another pair of wraiths standing beside a large willow tree about twenty feet down the path.

      Well, double crap.

      “Did someone forget to send my invitation to the party?” The fear in my voice was evident despite my feigned bluster.

      I glanced around, peering into the dark to see whether I could find more hidden wraiths. After a few moments, I was fairly sure that it was just the four of them. That was still four too many.

      I was out of options. I could run or I could die. Maybe, if I was lucky, I would be able to hide in the cemetery until it opened the next morning. The wraiths would be less likely to show themselves once the groundskeepers and visitors started to arrive. Plus, once Aidan got the text, he would call the rest of our family and they would come. I just needed to hide for a few hours.

      I edged over to my right, making sure I had a clear shot around the mausoleum. It was now or never.

      That’s when someone else joined the party.

      “Freeze!”
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      “Griffin?”

      Relief washed over me – followed closely by a new wave of terror. What was he doing here? How had he found me? Did Aidan call him? No, that wasn’t possible,  I had sent the text just a few minutes ago. Even though I wasn’t alone now, that didn’t mean I was safe. All that it meant was that Griffin would probably die, too.

      “Aisling, stay where you are,” Griffin ordered.

      It was hard to see his face in the dark, but the tone of his voice told me he was deadly serious.

      “There are four of them,” I said. “There are two more under the tree over there.”

      “I saw them.”

      Griffin’s arms were locked and, even though I couldn’t see him clearly, I knew  he had a gun in his hand. I had no idea, though, whether a gun would have any effect on the wraiths. I had never really thought about it before.

      “You should run,” I said. He still had a chance. He could get out of the cemetery. He wasn’t surrounded. “Go and get help.”

      “You think I’m going to leave you?” Griffin’s voice was steady, but his anger obvious.

      “If you stay we’ll both die,” I said, trying to be pragmatic. “If you go, there’s a chance you can get help.”

      “If I go you’ll be dead,” Griffin replied.

      “If you stay I’ll probably still be dead.” I hated the hitch in my voice.

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to find out then, because I’m not leaving you.”

      The wraiths closest to me hadn’t turned their attention to Griffin despite the gun in his hand. The two other wraiths, though, were starting to edge closer.

      “Do you have any ideas on how to get out of this?” I didn’t expect an answer; I just wanted to hear the sound of his voice. It was the only thing keeping me sane.

      “Not particularly,” Griffin admitted. “If I shoot these things will it hurt them?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “If you do shoot them, aim for the heart. That’s how we killed the others.”

      “Does it have to be silver, though?” Griffin sounded worried. “Didn’t you have to use silver when you killed the one at the retirement center? That’s what you said after, when we were talking in the room.”

      “Yeah, but the knife Aidan used wasn’t silver,” I said. “I think it just has to be a direct wound to the heart.”

      Griffin grunted. “Great. And where is the heart on a seven-foot freak?”

      “Just guess,” I suggested.

      “I can’t just shoot them,” Griffin argued. “I have to give them proper warning.”

      “They’re not people,” I said. “And I think that you’ve given them proper warning. They’re not deaf.”

      “Didn’t they used to be people?”

      “A long time ago,” I said. “Now they’re ghouls. They don’t have souls and they’re not alive. Just shoot one and see what happens.”

      “I don’t know if I can,” Griffin said, his voice strangled.

      He was in an untenable situation. I knew he would rather be anywhere but here. I also knew that we didn’t have a lot of choices. “This isn’t much of a rescue.”

      “You wouldn’t have needed a rescue if you had stayed home and safe like you were supposed to,” Griffin shot back. “I knew you wouldn’t, though. How do you think I found you?”

      “You followed me? What, were you parked outside my condo?” Men, I swear.

      “I wanted to make sure you were safe,” Griffin replied.

      “It’s still an invasion of privacy.”

      “And where would you be now if I hadn’t done it?”

      “The same place I am now.” What? It’s the truth.

      “Are you trying to piss me off?”

      “Is it working?”

      “Yes,” Griffin growled.

      “Then shoot something,” I said. “It will make you feel better.”

      “Just be quiet,” Griffin ordered. “I need to think.”

      “Is that your answer to everything?” I grumbled.

      “I heard that.”

      “Good.”

      Apparently the wraiths weren’t entertained by our banter because they started to move. The two closest to the mausoleum were on me before I could warn Griffin about the two moving in on him.

      The wraiths tumbled me onto the ground, my breath trapped in my chest, as the white hands of death closed around my throat. I bucked up, trying to dislodge the wraith from my chest, but I was drained already. Obviously a wraith has the ability to suck a soul from a living person with its hands – no scepter required. That little tidbit might have come in handy earlier. I fought against my captors, jolting when I heard Griffin’s gun go off. I couldn’t see him, though, so I had no idea whether he hit anything.

      I was starting to lose consciousness. From the lack of oxygen or the wraith’s hands, I had no idea. I reached up, wrapping my own fingers around the wraith’s claws, trying one last time to push them from my neck.

      Griffin’s gun went off again. I registered the sound, but my mind was drifting. My last thought was of Griffin – and then everything was black.

      

      I HAVE no idea how long I was out. Consciousness reclaimed me in a slow and painful trickle, gradually building to a fast-moving river and then crescendoing with a waterfall of agony.

      “Sonofabitch!”

      “Are you okay?”

      It took me a second to regain my senses. When I did, I found myself in a small room, marble statues on each wall and memorial plaques in every direction. We were in a mausoleum – the Olivet one, if I had to guess.

      I was on the floor, my back propped against one of the marble walls. Griffin was at my side, his leg pressed against mine and his arm around my shoulders. I risked a glance at his face, the left side already coloring with what was sure to be a world-class bruise – if we lived long enough for the color to set, that is.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, we didn’t win.”

      “I figured that out.” We appeared to be alone. The wraiths were gone and the mausoleum was empty. “Where are they?”

      “One of them is gone,” Griffin said. “The other three are somewhere outside. I heard a woman’s voice talking to them when I came to.”

      “A woman’s voice? You’re sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      I reached a hand to my temple, touching it experimentally. When I pulled my fingers back I saw blood. “How did this happen?”

      “I don’t know,” Griffin admitted. “I couldn’t see you. When they got their hands on me it was like … it was like I couldn’t breathe. I managed to get one in the heart and it just kind of blew up in a dust bomb or something. I winged the other one, but it wasn’t enough to take it down.”

      “You should have … .”

      “Don’t even say I should have listened to you,” Griffin said. “I already know that. Those things aren’t human. It’s just hard to kill something without giving them a chance to surrender.”

      “Wraiths don’t understand surrender,” I said. “They understand eating and nothing else.”

      “Well, next time.”

      I knew he was going for levity, but I couldn’t join in. “Why haven’t they killed us?”

      “I have no idea,” Griffin said. “I thought when I lost consciousness that was it. I figured one of your brothers would show up and collect my soul and that would be it.”

      He had a point, although I don’t think he realized it.

      “You’re not on a list,” I said after a second. “I’m not either. If we were, my brothers would have been tipped off that something was going down and they would have locked me in the manor and kept me under armed guard.”

      Griffin looked confused. “Is that a good thing?”

      “That we’re not a list? Yeah.”

      “Does that mean we’re not going to die here?”

      Now wasn’t the time to lie. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “If a wraith sucks us dry, there’s no soul to collect.”

      “So we might not show up on the list,” Griffin mused.

      “Still, if our deaths are ordained, we should show up on the list.” I was trying to make both of us feel better.

      “So, we might still get out of this?” Griffin was hopeful.

      “If we’re lucky.”

      “Any idea how?” Griffin wasn’t going to rely on hope. He was the sort of man who needed a plan.

      “I have one idea,” I said.

      “And that is?”

      “Aidan.”

      “Aidan? He doesn’t know you came here, does he?” Griffin’s face flooded with anger. “How could he let you come here in the middle of the night after everything that’s happened?”

      “I didn’t tell him before I left,” I explained. “I texted him before I tried to get in the mausoleum.”

      “Which was stupid.”

      “Why didn’t you try to stop me earlier then?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure what you were doing,” Griffin admitted. “Then, when I saw you came to a cemetery in the middle of the night, I wanted to follow you and find out what you were doing.”

      Realization dawned on me. “You were spying on me. You thought I was hiding something from you.”

      Griffin bit the inside of his cheek. “I wasn’t sure.”

      “You thought I was lying.”

      “I didn’t think you were lying,” he hedged. “I thought maybe you knew something and you didn’t want to tell me.”

      How is that different from lying? “I am insulted.”

      “Well, great, that should help the situation,” Griffin replied.

      “Sarcasm isn’t going to help either.”

      “Really?”

      He wasn’t so cute anymore. Oh, who am I kidding? He’s still hot. He’s just a royal pain in the ass, too.

      “We just have to remain calm,” I said. “The wraiths were obviously ordered not to kill us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because whoever is in charge wants something else.”

      “And what would that be?”

      I remained silent, but Griffin knew.

      “You,” he breathed. “She wants you.”

      “That would be my guess.”

      “Why?”

      “I have no idea,” I replied honestly.

      “So, basically, we’re at the whim of a crazy woman who is trying to use wraiths to keep herself alive,” Griffin said. “We have no idea whether your brother even knows he has a text from you, but we have a good idea you’re the prize in this scenario and I’m just cannon fodder.”

      I knew he was thinking out loud, but Griffin’s tone chafed. “Aidan sleeps with that phone by his head. He knows. He’s on his way.”

      Under normal circumstances that would be true. Jerry and Aidan’s new relationship wasn’t normal, though. Still, he was my best hope – my only hope, actually.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “I have to,” I said. “He’s never let me down before. He won’t start now.”

      Griffin sighed. “I hope your faith in your family isn’t misplaced.”

      “My faith in my family is never misplaced,” I countered. “They’re good people. They’re good men.”

      Griffin tightened his arm around my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, Aisling.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I’m not,” Griffin admitted. “That’s just what you say in situations like this.”

      “Have you been in a lot of situations like this?”

      “No,” Griffin shook his head. “I have faith in you, though. If you believe in them, I believe in them.”

      I rested my head on Griffin’s shoulder, taking strength from his belief. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” he repeated.

      We both jumped when the door to the mausoleum opened. Part of me expected Aidan to be standing there, eyes blazing, churlish remark about my stupidity on his lips. Instead, a red-haired woman in a purple cloak and velvet dress – totally tacky, by the way -- walked into the crypt.

      Her skin was chalky, her lips bright red and her eyes – well, they were as black as coal.

      I don’t know how I knew. I didn’t really know – it was more of a guess really. I said it anyway. “You’re Genevieve Torth, aren’t you?”

      The woman smiled, revealing a row of teeth that harkened back to the days before dentists began working their magic.

      “Hello, Aisling Grimlock,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Eight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to wrap my brain around our predicament. I decided to go with snark and sarcasm. They were my best defense.

      “Well, you know women, we’re always late.”

      Griffin grunted next to me, but kept his thoughts to himself.

      “Yes, that is a particular weakness of our gender,” the woman agreed. “Still, I’m betting you’re worth the wait.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that statement, so I ignored it. “So, are you Genevieve Torth?”

      The woman nodded, smoothing her dress as she leaned against the wall. She hadn’t brought the wraiths in with her – which meant she didn’t fear us – but she was keeping her distance. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

      “Reputation, urban legend, horror story,” I said. “None of them are particularly flattering.”

      “And what is it you think you know about me, my dear?”

      “I think you’ve been sacrificing people for centuries as a way to prolong your own life,” I replied. “I think you’ve changed your identity multiple times, but some things can’t be changed.” Like narcissism and a God complex.

      “And yet you had no idea I was still alive,” Genevieve said. “I guess I must have been doing something right.”

      “Yeah? What was that?”

      “I am 362 years old,” she replied. “That should earn some measure of respect, even from a girl such as you.”

      “Respect is earned,” I countered. “You haven’t earned squat.”

      “I’ve earned the right not to be talked down to by a child,” Genevieve warned. “I would be careful with your tone.”

      “Why? You’re either going to kill me or you’re not. I don’t see how my tone is going to change the outcome.”

      Genevieve smiled again. It was eerie. She tilted her head to the side, considering. “You have a point.”

      “Great,” I said. “Now that we agree on something, I don’t suppose you could just cut to the chase. Why are you here? And how are you still alive?”

      “Here in this mausoleum? Or here in Michigan?”

      “Both, actually.”

      “Well, we’re in this mausoleum because this is where my family is,” she said. “And, despite all I’ve seen, I still have a certain … love for my family.”

      Now I was confused. “You’re an Olivet?”

      “No,” Genevieve replied, shaking her head. “My daughter married one, though.”

      So she did have a daughter. “And what happened to her? She didn’t want to live forever?”

      “No, my Angelica was more pragmatic,” Genevieve explained. “She believed we were only supposed to live on this Earth for a short time and then move on to something better. That was a belief I couldn’t get behind.”

      “She was religious?”

      “She was a Christian,” Genevieve said, her disdain evident. “I tried to explain the stupidity of that choice, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Maybe she didn’t think it was stupid,” I said. “Maybe she wanted to believe in something bigger. Maybe she was right.”

      “She died when she was 32, in childbirth,” Genevieve shot back. “How right could she be?”

      “So she married into the Olivet family, had a child and cast off your beliefs,” I mused, thinking of my father. “That must have driven you crazy.”

      “It didn’t sit well,” Genevieve agreed. “I went back to Salem before her death and tried to change her mind, but she was adamant she was right. Look how that turned out for her.”

      “Kids,” I shrugged. “They’re going to follow their own path, no matter what you want them to do.”

      “This is true,” Genevieve said.

      “How come none of the history texts mention her?” I was stalling for time. The longer I kept Genevieve talking, the longer Aidan had to realize I was in trouble.

      “Angelica went to great lengths to disavow any ties to me,” she replied. “She changed her last name before the problems in Salem arose. She knew what I was doing. She wanted to leave. She just couldn’t come up with a plausible reason for her husband to uproot his entire existence, though, so she stayed.”

      “It must have been hard for her,” I said. “And you, actually. Did she make you pretend you didn’t know her?”

      “We made an … exchange,” Genevieve said. “I agreed to keep her secret, if she agreed to keep mine.”

      “And did she? Keep yours, I mean. It must have been hard for her when she found out you were sacrificing innocent women to protect your secret.”

      “You understand this better than I could have hoped,” she said. “Yes, when it became apparent what I was doing, Angelica had some … issues.”

      That didn’t sound good. “And how did you handle those issues?”

      “Do you think I killed her?”

      “No,” I replied honestly. “You said she died in childbirth. That would have been long after you fled Salem.”

      “You are correct,” Genevieve’s smile was genuine, if no less creepy. “I considered killing her. I know, coming from a mother that sounds horrible. I was at a crossroads, though. I didn’t want to leave my home, but I didn’t want to kill my daughter.”

      “She told the truth, didn’t she?”

      “She did.”

      “That’s why you ran.”

      “Yes.”

      Griffin was silent next to me. The only reason I knew he was still listening was the occasional tightening of his hand on my shoulder.

      “So you ran, ending up in London,” I said. “Where did you go after New Orleans? The texts lose track of you.”

      “I think the proper question is, where haven’t I been,” Genevieve said. “I have lived many places. I have been many people. I have loved many times. I have lost many times. And yet, I remain.”

      “Is that really living, though?”

      “Is what living?”

      “Going through life without family?”

      “You have to make certain adjustments when you choose to live as I have,” Genevieve said. “For a long time I convinced myself that family wasn’t important.”

      “Did something change your mind?”

      “Time,” Genevieve said. “Living forever has its benefits. It also has certain drawbacks.”

      “Like?”

      “Like losing your anchor, your focus,” she said. “When you find yourself drifting with no purpose other than extending your own life things start to shift into perspective.”

      “And what things shifted for you?”

      “The things you might expect,” Genevieve admitted. “I found that I wanted more. I wanted a family. I wanted to be with my blood, however far removed.”

      She wasn’t making a lot of sense. “Exactly how did you extend your life and not become a wraith?”

      Genevieve smiled. “I cast a spell,” she said. “I agreed to provide them with … nourishment. As part of the spell, though, part of the life essence they were absorbing was passed on to me.”

      Huh. “Then why aren’t you a wraith?”

      “Because I’m not the one procuring the souls,” she replied.

      “I still don’t get how that works,” I admitted.

      “It’s a long process, a hard spell,” Genevieve said. “Each time I cast the spell, it gets harder in some respects. It has been worth it, though. I’ve seen more marvels than a woman of my time could imagine.

      “Of course, while my wraiths are stronger than normal wraiths, they also burn out quicker because they’re not getting the same amount of nourishment they normally would,” she continued.

      “I bet you didn’t tell them that when you partnered with them,” I grumbled.

      “No,” Genevieve chuckled. “No, that wouldn’t go over well.”

      We lapsed into silence for a second.

      “How did you lose the grimoire?” I asked finally.

      Griffin stirred next to me, clearly approving of my question.

      “That isn’t the exciting story you likely think it is,” she replied. “I moved to Detroit to find some of my descendants. Unfortunately, the woman who lived next door realized what I was; I’m still not sure how. I thought I had the situation taken care of, but I was wrong.

      “I didn’t realize until it was too late,” she continued. “There were fifty people on my front lawn, torches in hand – some things never go out of style – and I didn’t have a lot of time to think. I thought I could come back for the grimoire, but it didn’t happen. I got distracted.  The computer age has been a godsend, though. Finding it in Brian Harper’s clutches was a stroke of luck.”

      “If you’ve lived this long, why did you need it?”

      “Because it’s mine.”

      That sounds reasonable – if you’re crazy.

      “So, you tracked your family lineage to the Detroit area and settled here before being forced out,” I said. “Then what?”

      “Then I wandered for a while, never taking my eye off my family but not getting close enough to actually contact them until a certain opportunity arose,” she said, clearly relishing her story.

      I was almost afraid to ask. “What opportunity?”

      Genevieve clapped her hands together excitedly. “I was hoping you would ask that.” She moved toward us, reaching into the pocket of her dress and pulling a small trinket out as she approached. “Open your hand.”

      I wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but I followed her order. She dropped the trinket into my palm and then moved a few paces away, waiting for my reaction.

      I exchanged a wary glance with Griffin and then focused on the piece of jewelry in my hand. It was a ring – a wedding ring, to be exact. There were no discernible markings and, while it was gold, it didn’t look particularly valuable. My eyes caught sight of some markings on the inside of the band, so I peered closer.

      
        
        My love, my heart, forever. Cormack.

      

      

      My heart clenched in my chest. “This is my mother’s wedding ring,” I rasped, confusion washing over me.

      Griffin’s face was unreadable, but his body stiffened at my words.

      “How did you get this?” I pressed.

      Genevieve smiled even wider. Seriously, she’s lived for more than 300 years and she can’t get some porcelain veneers or something? Heck, dentures would be better. “Think about it.”

      My mind was blank. “I don’t … .”

      “Think about it,” she pressed.

      There was only one possibility. “We’re related to the Olivets, aren’t we?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      Unfortunately, paying attention to the family tree had never been a high priority during my formative years. Still, the proximity of the vaults was a big hint. “I don’t know,” I admitted.

      “So, you claim you’re all about your family and yet you know nothing about your family?”

      “I know that my family is my father and brothers,” I replied. “I don’t know about my ancestors. I’ve never really cared.”

      “Well, your ancestors are the same as mine,” Genevieve said. “You are my family.”

      Great. I was descended from crazy. In hindsight, that shouldn’t have come as a surprise. “You still haven’t answered my question,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “How did you get this?”

      “From your mother, of course.”

      “But she had this with her … she had this with her when she died,” I said, a host of possibilities rushing through my mind. “The coroner identified her body, but the fire inspector said that the fire was too hot and the ring was lost.”

      “Aisling,” Griffin started, but I ignored him.

      “She died in the fire, right?”

      “She did not die in the fire,” Genevieve replied. “She was badly injured, very badly. I managed to get her out, though.”

      “How?”

      “She was the last adult female of my line,” she said. “I was watching her for a long time, watching all of you really. She took such joy in being a mother. She always had a ragtag group of you at her side.

      “I wasn’t sure at first – sure that I wanted to approach her,” she continued. “She didn’t seem special, and the probability of her being interested in what I had to offer was minor. It wasn’t until the fire that I made my decision.”

      My heart was hammering in my chest. “You took her from the fire?”

      “I did.”

      Hope sprang. “Is she alive?”

      Genevieve smiled. “If she was alive, why would I need you?”

      Hope died. “She’s dead? She’s dead?”

      “She’s gone,” Genevieve confirmed. “That’s why I came for you.”

      She was dead. She had lived longer than we thought, but she was still dead. It was like losing her all over again. I had so many questions. How long did she live? When did she die? Was she a captive? How did she die?

      Griffin filled the overwhelming silence for me. “Why Aisling? Why not one of her brothers?”

      “Men are such wastes,” Genevieve replied. “They have no potential, no strength. They’re considered the stronger sex, but they’re not. They’re weak. Their strength always fails. Always. That’s not the case with women. Women are really the stronger sex, even though we’re never treated as such.”

      Griffin glanced at me, trying to gauge my mental state. “I’m not disagreeing with you,” he said. “If you’re only interested in Aisling, why did you keep me alive?”

      “As a gift for her, of course,” Genevieve replied. “She would hardly trust me if I killed you. Although, to be fair, I have no idea what she sees in you.”

      “She’s never going to trust you,” Griffin countered, ignoring the jab. “You took her mother, kept her locked up, let her die away from her family. How does that equal trust?”

      “Lily would have died in that fire,” Genevieve countered. “I prolonged her life, gave her something she would never have had without me.”

      “What’s that? Loneliness? Sadness?”

      “You can never understand,” Genevieve waved off Griffin. “Your mind isn’t big enough to grasp what I’m offering here.”

      “And what are you offering?” I asked, my voice shaky.

      “Eternity, of course,” Genevieve said. “There are so many things I can teach you.”

      “How to kill people? How to lose my soul? How to watch my family die? Thanks, I’ll pass.”

      Genevieve pursed her unnaturally red lips. “I don’t think you understand.”

      “I understand,” I argued. “I understand what you are, and I’m not interested in becoming like you. I’m fine being me.”

      “Being you? And what are you? A failed secretary? A college dropout? A pawn for your brothers to move around the chessboard? I can give you so much more. I can give you everything.” She’d obviously been watching me for a long time.

      I shook my head, rage coursing through me. “Can you give me my mother back? Can you give me the option of choosing my own life? Can you undo all the evil you’ve perpetrated?”

      Genevieve didn’t look happy. “I can give you forever.”

      “I don’t want forever,” I spat. “I want my life to be what it is. I don’t want to live forever. I want to live what I was meant to live and then move on, like I’m supposed to move on.”

      “You’re so much like Angelica.” Genevieve meant it as an insult, but that’s not how I took it.

      “Good,” I said. “Because I’m never going to be like you. Angelica is the hero in this story, not you.”

      “That’s your final answer?”

      “That’s my only answer.”

      “So disappointing,” Genevieve mused.

      The room was silent now, my proclamation sucking the air out of the small enclosure. Griffin was tense, waiting. Had I just given Genevieve a reason to kill us both? She wasn’t armed, and the wraiths were still outside, but something told me she had ways to protect herself.

      The silence was interrupted by a loud bang on the other side of the door. I jumped. Griffin did, too. I could hear loud voices outside of the mausoleum.

      “Aidan,” I breathed.

      “I think he has backup,” Griffin agreed, craning his neck to hear more. The voices weren’t clear, but there was definitely more than one person yelling on the other side of the door.

      I glanced at Genevieve; she looked alarmed by the sudden disruption in our conversation. “Who is that?”

      Hope swelled again. “My family.”

      “I am your family.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      The mausoleum door flew open; only it wasn’t Aidan standing there. Cormack Grimlock is a terrifying man under normal circumstances. Threaten one of his children, though, and there is no measure for his rage.

      Dad’s eyes flitted over to me, checking to make sure I was okay, before focusing on Genevieve. “I think you’ll find that your first mistake was touching my daughter,” he growled, brandishing a sword and repeating the words I had heard Aidan say only a night before. This is why he has so many “heirlooms” in the house, I thought, fighting the smile that was taking over my face. Boys like their toys. “I think you’ll find your second mistake was underestimating exactly what I would do to get her back.”

      “You’re no threat to me,” Genevieve said, although she didn’t look convinced. “I am the end of time.”

      Four other figures – all familiar – tumbled into the mausoleum behind my father. Each carried a sword and breathed heavily. Dad didn’t move his eyes from Genevieve’s face, though. He was focused.

      “Then let’s end your time,” Dad said, his face grim. The sword flashed forward, slamming into Genevieve’s chest.

      For one breathless moment, I thought it was over. Unlike the wraiths, though, she didn’t crumble into dust. The only change in her demeanor was a crazy laugh. “I am immortal.”

      Dad frowned, pulling the sword back. Instead of the red blood you would expect, the liquid coating the blade was black.

      “Chop off her head,” Redmond suggested. “Let’s see her survive that.”

      Dad didn’t need to be told twice. He reared back, this time taking a wide arc. Genevieve’s eyes flashed in surprise, worry reflected there for a split second, before the sword hit its mark and separated her head from her shoulders.

      Genevieve’s head hit the ground with thump, her body tumbling beside it a second later. It wasn’t long before both started oozing and melting into the floor.

      Gross.

      Now it was over.
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      Dad was sitting at his desk, flipping through the newspaper, when I finally mustered the courage to approach him.

      It had been three days since the unfortunate events in the mausoleum, and the good news was that my brothers and father had finally started to calm down. Let me tell you, seventy-two hours of recriminations and intelligence jabs are not fun.

      Since he hadn’t noticed me I knocked on the door to get his attention. Dad glanced up, dropping the paper and motioning for me to enter. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I just thought you should have this.”

      I had told Genevieve’s story multiple times since my rescue, but for some reason I had left out the part about the ring each time. Now, though, I knew it was time. I placed the ring on his desk and took a step back.

      I expected yelling. I expected anger. I expected accusations. Quite frankly, I expected him to try to ground me. What I got was tears.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “Genevieve had it,” I said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I searched his face, but there was no anger there. “I don’t know.”

      Dad fingered the ring, reading the words inside the band, and then clasped it in his hand. “It’s hard to fathom,” he said after a moment. “Your mother was alive, and I didn’t know it.”

      “How could you?” I asked, slipping into one of the chairs across from his desk.

      “When two souls collide and latch on to each other, you should know.”

      That seemed like a heavy burden. “If you should have known, then I should have known, too. She was my mother.”

      Dad smiled, the expression surprising me. “You may have been her daughter, but the connection we shared was different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Not greater. Not better. Just different. You’ll understand. Someday soon, if I read Detective Taylor’s intentions correctly.”

      I blushed. “I haven’t spoken to him since it happened. I think we freaked him out. He’s done. I think you’re reading the situation wrong.”

      Dad sighed. “That man sat outside your condominium to make sure you were safe,” he said. “He kept our secret. He sat through two meals with your brothers – even though they were nothing but obnoxious to him. This whole situation may have confused the lad, but it hasn’t deterred him.”

      “How can you be sure?” I tried to keep the hope from overtaking me.

      “Because you’re not that easy to forget,” he replied.

      “How do you know that?” I asked curiously.

      “Because you are your mother’s daughter.”

      I smiled, despite myself. “Not just hers, Dad.”

      

      LATER THAT night I was enjoying having the condo to myself – the fourth season of The Walking Dead in the Blu-Ray player -- when there was a knock at the door. I hit the pause button, biting my lower lip as I considered who could be on the other side.

      No wraiths had been sighted since Genevieve’s demise – and my brothers had managed to sweep out the goo so none of the Olivets would notice the mess – but I was still momentarily scared.

      I tamped down the fear and moved toward the door, peering through the peephole before unlocking it. The figure standing on the other side was a welcome – if terrifying – one.

      I took a deep breath, glanced down at my furry Hello Kitty pajama bottoms, and ran a hand through my hair. What the hell? I opened the door and came face to face with Griffin.

      “Hey,” I greeted him, hating how timid I sounded.

      “Hey.” He seemed just as nervous.

      We both stood there awkwardly for a minute.

      “Um, do you want to come in?”

      “Sure.”

      I opened the door wider, letting Griffin in – my body tensing as we brushed together – and then closed the door behind him. When I finally gathered my courage and looked up, he wasn’t there.

      I wandered into the living room. He was standing in front of the television, his eyes trained on the screen. “This is a great show.”

      “It’s one of my favorites,” I agreed.

      “Who is your favorite character?”

      “Daryl.”

      “I like Rick.”

      I laughed. “Of course you do; he’s a cop.”

      Griffin lifted his eyes to meet mine. “Right, because only a cop could like another cop.”

      I couldn’t believe how nervous I was. “So, um, how are you?”

      “How are you?”

      “I asked first.”

      Griffin smirked. “I’m okay.”

      “Good.”

      “How are you?” He repeated.

      “I’m better.”

      “Better than what?”

      “Better than I was,” I admitted. I considered sitting on the couch, but that seemed the wrong move. Instead, I stood there like an idiot, my hands clenched at my sides.

      “You’re okay, right?” Griffin seemed stuck on repeat.

      “I’m better than okay,” I said, and it was the truth.

      Griffin looked confused.

      “I gave my dad the ring tonight,” I said. “I hadn’t told him about it for some reason. I don’t know why.”

      “Do you know why now?” Griffin looked curious.

      “Fear? Is that a lame answer?”

      “No,” Griffin shook his head. “I think that’s understandable. How did he take it?”

      “I thought he would be angry.”

      Griffin waited.

      “He cried.”

      Griffin swished his lips to the side. “That sounds about right.”

      “How?”

      “He’s got a piece of her back, another piece anyway.”

      I realized what he was saying. “Another piece besides me, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “I never understood before,” I said, my emotions running deep.

      “Understood what?”

      “I always thought he hated having a daughter,” I said. “I thought he would have been happier if I was a boy.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I still think it would have been easier if I was a boy,” I replied, the realization not filling me with anger for a change. “I just don’t think he wishes I was a boy.”

      “That’s progress, right?”

      “It is,” I agreed.

      “If it’s any conciliation, I’m pretty happy you’re not a boy.”

      My heart started thumping harder. “And why is that?”

      “Because, if you were a boy, I would feel pretty stupid doing this.” Griffin was across the room, his mouth on mine, before I had a chance to think about what was going to happen. The kiss was deep, full of yearning and more combustible heat than I ever thought possible. I sank into it, despite the misgivings tickling the back of my mind. Exactly how was this going to work?

      Griffin’s hands were at my waist, tugging at the hem of my shirt. I pulled back, despite the hormones coursing through my body. “Are you going to run away tomorrow morning?”

      Griffin’s lips pressed back against mine, not bothering to answer. I couldn’t go through that again, though, so I pulled back.

      “I’m serious.”

      Griffin smiled, clearly enjoying my consternation. “Aisling?”

      “Yeah?” I was having trouble catching my breath.

      “Shut up.”

      This time I didn’t fight Griffin’s intentions – or his mouth. I just let myself fall. Again.
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      “Math is stupid.”

      Kate Rhodes arched an eyebrow, her powder blue eyes full of mirth as she glanced up from the dishwasher she was emptying and fixed her only daughter with a dubious look.

      Charlotte “Charlie” Rhodes, her long dark hair standing up at odd angles because she’d been dragging her hands through it for hours, stood on the other side of the kitchen island. She had a fascinating way of looking at life – as only a ten-year-old could – and Kate always got a kick out of talking to the youngster. Charlie had a lot of gripes when it came to her existence, but they were almost always entertaining.

      “Math is important,” Kate argued, adopting a pragmatic tone. “You won’t get very far in life if you don’t know how to multiply … or figure out sales tax when it comes time to go shopping.”

      “I don’t care about multiplication,” Charlie shot back. “I have a calculator. That’s all I need.”

      Kate was famous for her patience, which almost never frayed. A little thing like pre-teen angst wasn’t going to send her over the edge. “Did you finish your homework?”

      Charlie rolled her eyes and Kate had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from smirking. “Why do you think I hate math?”

      “That wasn’t an answer.”

      “Yes, Mom. I finished my math. Geez.” Charlie, a lovely child on most occasions, wielded a deft hand when it came to delivering snark.

      Kate’s husband, Caleb, picked that moment to stroll into the kitchen, an empty pie plate in his hand. He stepped around his wife so he could rinse it, sliding the plate into the dishwasher while glancing between his wife and daughter.

      “Geez, Louise,” Caleb teased, smirking as Charlie made an exasperated face. “What are you complaining about now, my little terror?”

      “I’m not little,” Charlie argued. “I’m growing up. I even can wear Mom’s shoes now. I know, because I tried them on and only fell once because of the heels.”

      “She can,” Kate agreed, bobbing her head. “She has to put on only three pairs of socks to get them to fit, but they look amazing otherwise.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds lovely.” Caleb rested his elbows on the counter and leaned closer. “Did you do your homework?”

      Charlie let loose a long-suffering sigh only preteens can pull off without risking public mocking. Anyone trying to sigh like that in the real world would get fired … or punched in the face. “I finished my homework. Don’t I always finish my homework?”

      “No.” Caleb didn’t hesitate before answering. “In fact, when your mother and I went to parent-teacher conferences your teacher told us that you’ve been pretty lax in your homework over the past few months. That’s why we’re always asking about your homework.”

      “Yes, well, Mrs. Butter Butt should mind her own business,” Charlie grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest and averting her gaze.

      “Mrs. Butterfield is a perfectly nice woman. You’re the one in the wrong here,” Kate clarified, her tone stern. “She’s right in this instance, Charlie. “She says you’re distracted, and she’s worried about you. Do you want to tell us what’s distracting you?”

      In truth, Mrs. Butterfield explained to the Rhodes that Charlie was her brightest student. She also was prone to staring out windows and completely losing her train of thought in the middle of a lecture. Mrs. Butterfield suggested having Charlie tested for potential learning disabilities, but Kate didn’t believe for a second that Charlie’s problem was medical or mental. Charlie simply refused to apply herself.

      “I’m not distracted,” Charlie snapped. “I don’t know why she says that.”

      “She says it because you’re too smart to be getting Cs and Ds,” Caleb argued. “I agree that your problem is internal and something you can easily fix. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried, though. Is it a boy?”

      Charlie made an exaggerated face. “It’s not a boy.”

      “That’s good.” Caleb’s grin was mischievous. “I don’t believe I’m ready to share you yet. When you do find a boy, keep in mind that girls always fall in love with their fathers. That means I have to approve of your boyfriend.”

      “Oh, geez!” Charlie stared at the ceiling as she rubbed her nose. “It’s not my fault that math is stupid. I don’t know how you can expect me to focus on math when it’s just so … stupid.”

      “It sounds like you’re having a problem with your vocabulary lessons, too,” Kate teased, pushing a strand of Charlie’s flyaway hair from her face. “If there’s something wrong, you can tell us. We’ll fix it together.”

      “We will,” Caleb agreed. “You have to tell us before we can help, though.”

      Charlie pressed her lips together and exhaled heavily through her nose, reminding Kate of a bull as the girl shifted from one foot to the other. “There’s nothing wrong.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Kate said, maintaining a level demeanor. “But you’re clearly not ready to talk about it. We’ll be here when you’re ready to talk. It’s okay. If you don’t want to confide in us we’ll simply wait until you are ready.”

      “It’s not that,” Charlie said, shaking her head as guilt swamped her. Her parents never yelled or threatened. They were always reasonable. Things would be easier if they weren’t always so reasonable. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      “Then I look forward to you doing better in school,” Caleb pressed. “If there’s nothing wrong, you have no excuse.”

      “And if there is something wrong, all you have to do is tell us,” Kate added.

      “There’s nothing wrong.” Charlie gritted out the words before turning on her heel and stalking toward the hallway. Her shoulder brushed against the doorjamb as she did and she reached out to steady herself, myriad images she couldn’t untangle slamming into her head and causing her to jolt sideways.

      Concerned at the way his daughter moved, Caleb rushed toward her, catching the thin girl around the waist before she could flop backward and hit her head on the kitchen island. “What is it, Charlie?”

      Charlie didn’t immediately answer, her eyes rolling back in her head. Kate panicked when she saw the girl staring into nothing, her fingers shaking, and looked for the cordless phone. “Oh, my … she’s having a seizure! I’ll call 911.”

      “I’m not sure she’s having a seizure,” Caleb gritted out, his expression serious. He gripped Charlie’s shoulders, but except for her shaking fingers she didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Is she breathing?” Kate asked, fumbling for the phone.

      “She is.” Caleb bobbed his head. “In fact, I think she’s … .”

      As if on cue, Charlie bolted into a sitting position, her eyes back to normal but her pallor unearthly white. “Call for help,” she blurted out, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “The Fitzgerald house is on fire.”

      Caleb remained where he was, staring at Charlie with a dubious expression on his face. “The Fitzgerald house? You mean next door? How can you possibly know that?”

      “I just do.” Charlie’s eyes filled with tears as she gripped her hands into tight fists. “I’m not lying. Mrs. Fitzgerald is trapped in the house. She can’t get out. She’s … screaming!”

      Caleb shot a worried glance at Kate, rubbing Charlie’s shoulders before releasing them and rising to his full height. “I’ll go look.”

      “You’ll be too late,” Charlie screeched, her voice breaking. “She’s going to be gone … and soon!”

      “Charlie, calm down.” Caleb forced a smile before disappearing into the hallway. “I’m sure the Fitzgerald house is fine. You just … imagined the fire or something. I think you fainted.”

      Kate kept the phone in her hand as she stared at the back of Charlie’s head. Despite Caleb’s misgivings, she believed Charlie. Kate had no knowledge of the house next door being on fire, or the elderly woman trapped inside, but she instinctively believed Charlie.

      Caleb was back in the kitchen in seconds. “Charlie’s right,” he said grimly. “The house is fully engulfed. Call for a fire truck. Tell them to hurry.”

      “Where are you going?” Kate asked, her heart rolling when she saw Caleb scurrying toward the door.

      “I have to see if I can help her.” Caleb briefly glanced between his wife and daughter. “It will be all right.”

      Charlie remained on the kitchen floor, staring blankly at the wall. She looked smaller than her ten years, vulnerable even. She also looked abandoned and alone.

      “It’s not going to be all right,” she intoned, pressing her eyes shut. “It’s already too late. Mrs. Fitzgerald is gone.”

      “You can’t know that,” Caleb hedged.

      “I know it!” Charlie’s temper flared and at the light fixture over the sink exploded. “I know it. It’s already too late. I’m always too late.”
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      It took every ounce of energy I had not to use my rather impressive and yet woefully uncontrollable magic to fling my coffee mug at my new boss’s head.

      Okay, that could be the nerves talking. Myron Biggs is not a bad man. That’s what I kept telling myself when I caught him staring at my chest … and my butt as he ushered me into his office … and then my cleavage when he leaned over to ostensibly make me feel warm and welcome in my new work environment.

      He’s not a bad man. Really. That line was stuck on repeat in my mind while my heart begged to differ. My foot wanted to agree with my heart and kick him. This was probably not the best way to start a new job.

      “I think you’re going to fit right in with the team,” Myron offered, his smile more “cat that ate the canary, the canary’s family and the canary’s neighbor’s family” than “I’m going to win boss of the year accolades in the near future.” His eyes lit up as they locked with mine. “I think you’re going to offer a youthful vibe to our team that is sorely needed and missed.”

      The words themselves weren’t terrible. The fact that he was staring at my breasts when he said them, on the other hand, was enough to make my stomach roll. I had my doubts that he could pick me up out of a police lineup if a murder conviction was on the line, but believed completely he would be able to identify my breasts in a sea of strippers at a porn convention.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and quickly counted to five to calm myself, fixing a pleasing smile on my face as I maintained my world-famous calm. “Yes, well, I’m looking forward to being part of the team. Hopefully my teammates won’t stare at my breasts as much as you. Fingers crossed!”

      Whoops. Did I say I had world-famous patience? That was my mother, may she rest in peace. I’m the exact opposite. It’s more like I have a notorious reputation for foot-in-mouth disease. That’s the same thing, right?

      My name is Charlotte Madison Deborah Winifred Rhodes (my mother was one of four sisters, and simply refused to favor one over the others), but everyone calls me Charlie. I’m a recent graduate of the Gendry Metaphysics Institute.

      Yes, that’s a real thing.

      I have a degree in parapsychology, focusing on psychokinesis and paranormal phenomenon.

      Why did I pick that field? Because I have psychic dreams and relatively regular flashes that show me the near future or various times from the past. Oh, and I can occasionally move things with my mind – only when I’m upset or angry, though – so there’s that to contend with, too. I’m like the Hulk if he were mixed with Carrie and there was a lot of pig’s blood at places other than the prom.

      No, I’m not delusional. Wait … that does kind of make me sound unbalanced, doesn’t it?

      On top of all that, this is my first official job that doesn’t involve asking, “Do you want fries with that?” at the end of every conversation.

      I’m only mildly nervous. Okay, I’m completely nervous. My palms are sweaty, my eyes refuse to focus and I’m fairly certain I’m suffering brief bouts of deafness because I hear only half of what Myron Biggs is saying to me. Wait … he’s talking again.

      “I was not looking at your breasts,” Myron sputtered, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “If you think that … .”

      “I must’ve been mistaken,” I said hurriedly, forcing my temper to remain in check. The last thing I needed was to cause Myron Biggs’ head to explode. That’s never happened, mind you, but it’s one of my biggest fears. Other people worry about car accidents or ghosts (for the record, I would love to meet a ghost, and expect to do that one day in the near future thanks to this job), but I worry about magical abilities that I can’t always control and hide from everyone for fear of being burned at the stake or locked away and studied like a lab rat. Yeah, I’m a massive coward. Sue me. “I’m just really nervous and tend to blurt out random things when I’m in a new situation. I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Biggs narrowed his eyes, understandably dubious. “How can you guarantee that?”

      “Because we’ll never be in this situation again.”

      He stared me down for a long time, finally shaking his head and leaning back in his chair. “You have outstanding academic records, and my nephew insisted you were the one for the job. I allow him to be in charge of all the hiring for the Legacy Foundation. He wanted you … so here you are.”

      “Chris Biggs is your nephew?” I probably should’ve put that together before now. That’s the nerves again. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Yes, well, the Legacy Foundation was started by my father thirty years ago and it was always very important to him. Since his death, my brother and I have focused our interests on other parts of the business,” Biggs supplied. “The foundation is almost entirely funded by private grants, and believe it or not, it’s funded well. My father included a stipulation in his will that the Legacy Foundation continue after his death, so my nephew took over operations about five years ago. He’s very … passionate … about the endeavor.”

      Biggs said “passionate” like someone else might say “loony.” I didn’t bother to point that out. “Well, I happen to be passionate about it, too. I look forward to being a contributing member of the team.”

      Biggs’ smile was tolerant, but just barely. “Yes, well, I’ll call my nephew so he can collect you and start your tour. I’m sure he will be able to answer any questions you have.”

      

      CHRIS BIGGS was nothing like his uncle. While Myron boasted snowy white hair, perverted green eyes and a mouth that made me want to vomit because he constantly used his tongue to lick the corners, Chris was the exact opposite. He had a friendly and open smile, chiseled cheekbones, broad shoulders and warm green eyes that reminded me of a walk in the meadow.

      What? He’s young and hot. He almost looks like a male fashion model, with that perfect blondish brown hair and those broad shoulders and that tight little … um … where was I again? Criminy, I’m allowed a little work crush. Sue me.

      “I’m so glad you arrived when you did,” Chris enthused, gesturing wildly with his hands as he led me down a basement hallway. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that the Legacy Foundation was housed in the basement – where else would they hide the paranormal investigators, right? – but it was still disappointing when Chris led me into the elevator and pressed the button for the bottom floor.

      “I’m glad to be here,” I enthused, taking a moment to study the ridiculously attractive lines of his face. I surreptitiously glanced at his left hand for a wedding ring, my heart settling a bit when I saw it was bare. That didn’t necessarily mean that he was open for offers – or that I would make them – but the realization filled me with warmth.

      “I thought we would start off with a brief tour of the facility and then introduce you to the other members of the team.”

      “That sounds great.”

      The tour was like most tours … boring. I’d seen the state-of-the-art equipment before and I couldn’t exactly work myself into a frenzy when I saw the new all-terrain vehicles they were outfitting for jobs in remote locations. The EDI meters, infrared lights, EMF detectors and EVP recorders were nothing new. I’d been outfitted with all of them multiple times while in college and working an apprenticeship for a semester in London. I was most interested in the people, and I wasn’t disappointed when Chris led me into a large conference room where a group of bored-looking drones munched doughnuts and discussed the day’s events.

      “This is the team.” Chris grinned broadly as his gaze bounced between faces. “Team, this is Charlotte Rhodes. She’s our new associate.”

      “Charlie,” I corrected automatically, my cheeks burning when a couple of curious stares floated in my direction. “I go by Charlie.”

      “Charlie.” Chris’ grin widened. “So, we’ll start over here. This is Hannah Silver. She is an M.D. with a Ph.D. in cryptozoology and hominology. Her focus is on animals in the wild, and she can conduct an autopsy and DNA scan in a pinch. She’s utterly brilliant.”

      I didn’t miss the goofy smile Chris shot in Hannah’s direction. It looked as if I wasn’t the only team member with a crush. I couldn’t blame Chris. Hannah boasted silvery blond hair tied back in a bun, long legs and a slim frame. She managed to look smart and somehow busty at the same time. She must use a lot of underwire. No woman that thin should naturally have boobs that big. Despite her body, she looked as if she belonged in a white lab coat making important decisions to save the human race. It was probably the glasses, I told myself. They were simple black frames, and she looked effortlessly chic in them.

      I extended my hand in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.” Hannah’s smile was legitimate, but she seemed distracted. “Chris, did you get my request for a new microscope? I need it before we head out on another job. The lens on my last one broke.”

      “I got it, and it’s being sent down from the seventh floor even as we speak.” Chris beamed, his expression wistful as he stared at Hannah. She seemed oblivious to his affection as she bobbed her head, happy to be getting a new toy, but unaware Chris was apparently hopelessly in love with her. “It should be here any second.”

      “Thank you.”

      Chris watched her shuffle away from the table for a moment before shaking his head and returning to the introductions. “This is Laura Chapman. Her father is Ben Chapman. He’s one of the vice presidents in the company and he heads the accounting division. As for Laura, she’s into metaphysical and holistic life coaching.”

      Hmm. That’s a thing? I didn’t know that was a real thing. The look the auburn-haired beauty shot me left no doubt about whether or not I should voice that opinion. I didn’t bother shaking Laura’s hand because I could tell it was the last thing she wanted. Instead I merely shoved my hands in the pockets of my cargo pants and smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Laura curtly nodded her head. “And you. I understand you focused on telekinesis while studying. Any particular reason why?”

      The question was abrupt and took me by surprise. “I’ve always had an interest in that field,” I answered evenly. “Aren’t you interested in telekinesis?”

      “I don’t believe it really exists,” Laura replied, not missing a beat. “I look forward to lively debates, though. The whole point of this group is to discover what is real and what is legend, right?”

      She didn’t believe it existed? I could show her a thing or two. Of course, because I keep my abilities to myself – and plan to do so for the foreseeable future – there was no way I could do that. “Yes, well … .”

      Laura was already across the room talking to Hannah by the time I regrouped.

      “Don’t worry about her.” Chris forced out a dry chuckle. “Laura takes some time to warm up to people. She’s a little … cold.”

      That was a nice way of putting it. “That’s okay. Hannah seems like a dream. I don’t think one personality makes up an entire group. If that were the case, well, things would get boring pretty quickly, wouldn’t they?”

      “Definitely.” Chris patted my shoulder as he directed me toward the far corner of the room, where a black man in his fifties sat nursing a mug of coffee while a white woman, also in her fifties, studied her reflection in a pocket mirror. “This is Millie Watson and Bernard Hill. Bernard is our mechanic and general Mr. Fix-It. If anything breaks, take it to him.”

      I liked Bernard on the spot, and it had nothing to do with the way he winked and shot me a thumbs-up. Okay, almost nothing. “Hi.”

      “Don’t you worry, you’ll figure everything out and feel as if you’ve been part of the team forever pretty quickly,” Bernard offered between sips of coffee. “It might seem overwhelming now, but we’re pretty easy to get along with.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Millie interjected, sighing as she ran a hand through her bottle blond hair. The woman was eccentric looking. There was no other way to put it. She ratted her hair as if the 1980s trend never went out of style, wore the brightest red lipstick I’d ever seen – which happened to clash with her pink satin coat – and the black liquid eyeliner clouding both her upper and lower lids looked as if it had been drawn on while Millie was drunk. Given the way she smelled, I couldn’t be sure that wasn’t the case. “I happen to think we’re extremely difficult to get along with.”

      “That’s just you,” Bernard said, chuckling as he patted her hand. He seemed fond of the boisterous woman. “Don’t mind Millie. She’s hungover, and she enjoys taking it out on other people.”

      Well, that answered that question. “Are you hungover often?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “As often as humanly possible,” Millie replied, unbothered as she lifted her arm and sniffed her pit. “Seriously … it’s coming out of my pores.”

      “Drink something lighter next time,” Bernard suggested.

      “That’s probably a good idea.” Millie looked tired when she focused on me again. “Welcome to the team. I can already tell I’m going to like you more than I do Laura.”

      Chris’ smile, which had remained firmly in place for the entire tour, slipped. “Millie, you know you’re not supposed to cause trouble with her. She’ll report you to Human Resources – as she always does – and then Uncle Myron will come down and yell.”

      “You send Myron to me,” Millie suggested. “I’ll handle him. We both know he won’t fire me.”

      “He won’t?” Wrapping my head around the group dynamic was an ongoing effort, but I was keen to know the ins and outs of the relationships. “Why is that?”

      “Because he’s my ex-husband,” Millie replied, not missing a beat. “If he fires me he’ll have to pay alimony, and there’s no way he’ll do that.”

      My mouth dropped open as I considered the statement. “I … um … .”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Chris said, patting my arm as he chuckled. “You’ll get used to it. Uncle Myron and Mille have a … unique … relationship.”

      “We do,” Millie agreed. “He hates me, but still loves me. I hate him, but tolerate him because I’m fond of the boy.” She jerked her thumb in Chris’ direction. “We have a very uncomfortable relationship, but I enjoy it because torturing Myron is one of my few joys in life. Well, that and Jell-O shots.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds fun.” At first glance I wasn’t sure what to make of Millie. Within a few moments of talking to her I knew she was bound to be one of my favorite people ever. She was refreshing … and not only because she obviously didn’t give a flying fig what anyone thought about the way she carried herself or dressed. “I’m very glad to meet both of you.”

      “Oh, you need to work on your lying, honey,” Millie tsked, shaking her head. “You’ll have to get much better at it if you expect to survive this group.”

      I’d been lying my entire life, keeping my abilities secret. I didn’t think I’d suddenly start having a problem now. “I’ll consider it.”

      “And here is the final member of our team,” Chris said, shifting his gaze to the open door where another man – this one taller and darker than Chris – stood in the doorframe. “Charlie Rhodes, this is Jack Hanson. He’s former military and handles all of our security.”

      “In other words, if he yells ‘duck’ do it and don’t ask why,” Millie suggested, winking at Jack. “Isn’t that right, hot stuff?”

      Jack, his shoulder-length black hair tied into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, ignored the question and focused on Chris. “We just got an assignment from upstairs,” he said, his face blank. “We have a job … and it’s hot.”

      Chris was suddenly all business. “Where … and what?”

      “Someone claims that Bigfoot is killing people in Michigan,” Jack replied. “Apparently the cops thought this was right up our alley and want us to lend our scientific opinion.”

      “Bigfoot?” Chris’ face split with a wide grin. “You’re kidding?”

      “I’m not kidding.” Jack’s dark eyes briefly landed on my face before shifting back to Chris. “Everyone needs to pack up. We’re out of here in thirty minutes.”

      “All right!” Chris pumped his hand in the air. “This is the big one, folks. This is what we’ve been waiting for. Grab your gear and meet by the elevator in thirty minutes. You got that?”

      Various team members murmured their assent as I focused on Jack. “You know how to make an entrance, huh?”

      Jack’s lips curved. “I don’t do subtle.”

      “Probably not. You said Michigan. Where in Michigan are we going?”

      “A little town called Hemlock Cove,” Jack replied. “It’s supposed to be wacky and weird. I figured that fits this group perfectly.”

      “It sounds as if that’s definitely the case.” I could barely contain my excitement. “Here we go, huh?”

      Jack didn’t seem nearly as enthusiastic as I felt. “Yeah. Here we go.”
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      “Tell me about Hemlock Cove.”

      Chris sat in the passenger seat of the rented Chevy Tahoe and cast an expectant look in Jack’s direction as the younger man navigated the rutted two-lane blacktop that led toward the small Michigan hamlet.

      “It’s wacky,” Jack replied, his tone dry.

      Chris cocked a dubious eyebrow. “Wacky? Can you be more specific?”

      I sat in the back seat next to Millie and glanced at her to see if she was following the conversation. The wackiness level of Hemlock Cove was apparently the furthest thing from her mind, though, because she was fast asleep. She slept during the entire plane ride to Michigan – the Legacy Foundation boasts its own private plane – and barely woke long enough to climb into the Tahoe at the airport before Jack sped away. Bernard, Laura and Hannah rode in a second vehicle with the bulk of our equipment. I wasn’t upset about the driving configuration because it meant I didn’t have to spend more time with Laura.

      “The town used to be called Walkerville,” Jack volunteered. “Several years ago they decided to turn their misfortune into a tourist trap. It seems that when the manufacturing base dried up the town council decided to rebrand. They’ve turned the town into a magical refuge for geeks who like witches, wizards, ghosts and other odd stuff like that.”

      I leaned forward, intrigued. “They rebranded the town as magical? But … how?”

      Jack shrugged, not bothering to meet my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Something about everyone in town being witches and wizards and stuff. They have a boatload of festivals from what I can gather. Information on the town isn’t exactly flowing because it has one newspaper – The Whistler – and it’s a weekly. I looked through about eight previous editions. Each one was essentially an advertorial for a festival.”

      “Sounds kind of fun,” I admitted. “Is anyone there really a witch?”

      Jack’s swivel was slow and I couldn’t help but worry about him ignoring the road so he could pin me with a hard look. “You believe in witches?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “How can you do this job if you don’t believe in witches?”

      “It’s not too difficult.”

      Chris chuckled as he shifted in his seat. “Don’t let Jack get to you, Charlie. He’s a non-believer.”

      “Then why does he work with us?”

      “Because he’s good at what he does, and we need a solid security guy in place on many of our jobs,” Chris replied, matter-of-fact. “Jack knows what he’s doing and he’s loyal. If he doesn’t happen to believe the same things we do … well … it’s not the end of the world.”

      It sounded like the end of the world to me. Of course, I wasn’t in charge of hiring. “What about the residents of Hemlock Cove, though?” I pressed. “Do any of them claim to really be witches?”

      “Not that I can tell.” Jack appeared to be amused by the question, his fingers light as they tapped the steering wheel. “It seems to be one big in-joke. The entire town plays a part in it. The town pretends it’s magically imbued by some great power. The tourists eat it up. The shops are theme stores and there are kitschy bakeries and tons of inns in the area. It must be working for them.”

      Something about the story didn’t make sense. “So someone was killed by Bigfoot in a town run by witches? You don’t find that strange?”

      “Fair point,” Jack conceded. “Michigan has a lot of Bigfoot legends. I saw a few of them when I ran a cursory search before packing for the trip. I plan to continue later tonight if I get the chance.”

      “I read up a bit on the plane,” Chris offered. “Most people in the area agree something lives in the woods, but they don’t call it Bigfoot. I’m not a fan of that name either. I prefer hominid or hominid-like creature. I can even tolerate Sasquatch. As for Michiganders, though, they call it the Dog Man.”

      I rubbed my cheek as I absorbed the statement. “It’s essentially Bigfoot, though, right?”

      “We don’t know what it is,” Chris answered. “I don’t like jumping to conclusions until I get more information. This is your first case, so you’re bound to be excited. I can forgive anything when it’s accompanied by enthusiasm. I get that you will be bouncing all over the place. Just don’t let your excitement get the better of you.”

      “I’ll try to refrain,” I said dryly, lifting my chin as the town ahead took shape. There wasn’t much to it – two main roads and a handful of businesses – but what I could see was downright adorable. “Oh, wow! It’s cute.”

      “That’s not how I’d describe it,” Jack said, his eyes shifting to Hemlock Cove’s main drag as he navigated through the sparse town. “There’s no gas station.”

      “Yeah, um, I believe there’s one on the south side of town,” Chris offered. “I looked at a regional map on the plane, too. The inn we’re staying at is a good ten miles from the gas station, so keep that in mind so we don’t run out of gas.”

      “Yes, that would suck,” Jack muttered.

      “Especially if the Dog Man is out there to get us,” I teased, smiling as we stopped at a light near a cute magic shop named Hypnotic. The sign in the window said “Drink Up, Witches” and featured a painted silhouette of a witch sitting in a martini glass. “I love this place.”

      “You haven’t even seen this place,” Jack countered, annoyance evident in his voice. He clearly wasn’t a fan of unrestrained enthusiasm. I refused to let that bother me despite his determination to be a killjoy.

      “I’ve seen enough,” I said, smiling at the picturesque town square. “Look. There’s a festival going on. I wonder what it’s for.”

      “It’s spring, so it’s probably a spring fling or something,” Chris noted. “Look. They have a kissing booth. I haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid.”

      “They also have an old lady running around in a combat helmet,” Jack observed, pointing at an elderly woman in camouflage fatigues as she scurried through the parking lot that led to the newspaper office. “Holy cripes! That woman has a shotgun in her hand.”

      “And a whistle,” I added, grinning. I had no idea what the woman was doing – or why she was going into the newspaper office – but I was a big fan of eccentric personalities. “What do you think she needs the whistle for?”

      “Probably to tell Bigfoot she’s coming after him,” Jack replied. “That’s probably why she’s carrying the gun, right?” He looked worried when he asked the question, tilting his head when he saw a blond woman appear at the newspaper door. She made big gestures as she talked to the older woman with the gun, but she didn’t appear to be in any immediate danger.

      “She’s cute,” Chris noted.

      “The woman with the gun? Just darling,” Jack muttered.

      “Not her.” Chris chuckled, genuinely amused. “I was talking about the blonde. Perhaps I’ll have to stop in at the newspaper office for some research.”

      “Won’t that cut into the time you spend mooning over Hannah?” Jack asked, not missing a beat.

      For some reason I couldn’t identify, my stomach rolled. Having Chris’ crush on Hannah verified was mildly disappointing. It’s not as if I took the job to find a boyfriend, I reminded myself. I wanted to do something important, something that would lead me to answers about my own abilities. Still, a little eye candy never hurt anyone. If that eye candy belonged to someone else, though, that was a different story.

      “I don’t ‘moon’ over Hannah.” Chris’ cheeks burned bright as he stared out the passenger window. “Geez. Why would you say that?”

      “I’ve got eyes,” Jack replied, turning his attention to the GPS unit on the dashboard. “According to this, we need to stay on this road until we see a lighthouse. That’s where we park. Then we hike a bit behind the lighthouse to find the body. The police chief will be waiting for us.”

      The body. I’d almost forgotten we were in Hemlock Cove to investigate a murder – or potential Dog Man attack. It could honestly go either way, and that’s what made this first case so magical. “Is it wrong that I’m excited?” I asked finally, feeling rather guilty.

      “Not at all,” Millie answered, taking me by surprise with her wakefulness. I thought she was completely out. “Someone remind me to get a combat helmet when we have a chance to shop later. I totally liked that woman’s style.”

      Chris snorted. “You never cease to amaze me, Millie. That’s why you’re my favorite aunt.”

      “Right back at you, kid.” Millie smoothed her hair as she straightened. “Now, let’s find Bigfoot. I’m dying to ask who does his hair.”

      

      I HOPPED out of the Tahoe and groaned as I stretched my legs. The nearest airport was a little more than an hour away. By the time we disembarked, loaded the vehicles with supplies and then drove to Hemlock Cove, my legs and back felt stiff and sore.

      The lighthouse – known in all the reading material as the Dandridge – was easy to find. A group of people stood talking in front of the picturesque building as we gathered our group. I took a moment to study the new faces, noticing the odd configuration of three men and one woman. The chief of police was easy enough to pick out because of his uniform, but the two men standing beside him were harder to gauge.

      One man had dark hair and eyes. He stood with his arm protectively around a short woman with long dark hair. She looked upset as she spoke to the police chief. The dark-haired man was obviously trying to console her. So was the police chief, for that matter. He rested his hand on her shoulder a few times as she spoke, but I was fairly certain she was crying.

      “I bet she found the body,” I murmured. I was mostly talking to myself, but because Jack exited the Tahoe on the same side as me he heard the words.

      “She does look upset.” Jack narrowed his eyes. “My understanding is that a couple of people live in the lighthouse. I suggested we camp there when I talked to the chief, but he shot that down quickly.”

      “You wanted to camp in the lighthouse?” I was mildly impressed with Jack’s suggestion … and willingness to isolate himself in the face of danger. “That would’ve kept us closer to the scene. It’s too bad that’s not possible.”

      “Hannah and Laura prefer hotel rooms,” Jack supplied. “They’re not big on camping – especially Laura – so we would’ve had rooms to shower and rest in regardless. We’ll play it by ear and figure it out.”

      “What about the other guy?” I asked, my eyes zeroing in on the man who stood out in the small crowd. He was tall, broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist. He looked as if he and not the chief was in charge, yet he had long hair, almost as long as Jack’s, and wore street clothes. “He doesn’t look like a cop.”

      “He’s not,” Jack said, following my gaze. “He’s FBI.”

      “You know him?”

      Jack shook his head. “He has the certain look. And the police chief told me they had a Fed dedicated to the area on the way.”

      “How can he be a Fed with long hair like that?”

      Jack shrugged. “Some people just like long hair.” He offered me a half-hearted wink as my cheeks burned. “Some women like it, too.” He turned his attention from me and met Chris’ gaze across the hood of the Tahoe. “Let’s introduce ourselves.”

      The foursome studied us with unveiled interest as we approached. I plastered a wide smile on my face and locked gazes with the woman first to take the edge off my nervousness. She seemed friendly, perhaps a little scattered. I opened my mouth to greet her, but the men took control of the situation before I could.

      “I’m Chris Biggs. We’re with the Legacy Foundation. This is Jack Hanson. I believe you talked to him on the phone?”

      “Yeah, I did. I’m Terry Davenport. I’m the chief of police here in Hemlock Cove.” The chief shook hands with Chris and Jack, offering Millie and me a stiff nod before turning to his comrades. “This is Landon Michaels. He’s with the FBI. This is Sam Cornell and Clove Winchester. They live in the Dandridge.”

      Everyone exchanged handshakes and head bobs by way of greeting, and I found my attention bouncing between the FBI agent and the small woman standing between him and Sam Cornell.

      “Did you find the body?” I asked the question before I considered the intelligence associated with uttering it.

      Clove – she honestly looked like a Clove, which was weird – nodded. “I did. I was taking a walk to see if part of the path needed to be re-graveled – we’ve been working on making this a haunted attraction for a bit – and that’s when I found it.”

      “She called me,” Sam added. “I came out to see and … well … that’s when I called Chief Terry.”

      “Do you know if the victim is a man or a woman?” Jack asked, all business.

      “It’s a woman,” Landon answered. “We had to move her to the morgue. I know you wanted to see the entire scene as it was, but we couldn’t risk scavengers or inclement weather. There’s a potential storm blowing through tonight. We took photos, though.”

      “I’m still confused as to what you do,” the chief admitted, rubbing his chin. “Landon suggested I call you when we found a strange set of animal tracks – he said you might be able to help us – but I haven’t been able to do much research on you because you don’t have a website.”

      “That’s by design,” Chris offered. “We like to keep our operation out of the headlines. It’s not about getting accolades or media attention. We simply like finding the truth.”

      “And that’s what you’re doing here?” the chief pressed. “You’re looking for the truth?”

      “That’s the one thing we care about most of all,” Chris replied. “As for the body, I understand. I can send Hannah to the medical examiner’s office. She’s used to cutting through government red tape.”

      “Perhaps you could share her with my office once she’s done,” Landon, the FBI agent, joked, his eyes heavy-lidded as he maintained control of the converging factions. “I hate red tape.”

      “She’s perfectly happy with our group,” Chris replied primly, his tone taking me by surprise. Laura and Hannah remained in the Dandridge parking lot, yet Chris acted as if the FBI agent was hitting on her in front of him.

      “I was just … never mind.” Landon shook his head and exchanged a quick look with the chief. “I can take you to the scene and show you around. If you have people who want to go to the medical examiner’s office Chief Terry can handle transportation and directions.”

      “Sounds great,” Jack said, smiling. “Also, when we leave, I was hoping one of you could point me in the right direction. I can’t seem to find the inn we’re staying at on the map. I don’t want to risk getting lost.”

      “What inn?” Landon asked.

      “Umm … The Overlook.”

      I didn’t miss the quick look Landon and the chief exchanged as Clove widened her eyes.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, legitimately curious.

      “Nothing is wrong,” Landon replied after a moment’s hesitation. “It’s actually convenient that you’ll be at The Overlook.”

      “Why is that?” Chris asked, his eyes narrow.

      “I live on the grounds with my girlfriend,” Landon replied. “Her family owns the inn.”

      “They’re my family, too,” Clove pointed out.

      “I could never forget that.” Landon flashed her a saccharine smile. “Well, let’s get this train moving. You’ll want to survey the scene and then get settled in your room. If you’re late for dinner, you’ll go hungry.”

      Chris balked. “They won’t feed us if we’re late for dinner? That doesn’t sound like a very good inn.”

      “It’s the best inn around these parts,” the chief supplied. “It’s the best food you’ll ever eat, in fact. The women who run it simply don’t like people being late.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be able to work around the rules.” Chris forced a smile. “Um, how about I send Laura and Hannah to the medical examiner’s office with you, Chief Davenport? The rest of us will check out the scene of the attack.”

      “That sounds fine.” The chief moved to walk toward the parking lot, but slowed when Sam offered a quick word of advice.

      “Good luck at The Overlook. You’re going to need it.”

      “You’re so not funny,” Clove complained, flicking his ear. “I’m going to tell Aunt Tillie you said that.”

      I had no idea who Aunt Tillie was, but Sam looked positively apoplectic at the threat.

      “I take it back.”

      Hmm. Hemlock Cove was going to prove even more interesting than I originally thought. I could already feel it.
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      “So people actually live out here?”

      I cast a glance over my shoulder as I followed Chris, Jack and the FBI agent into the thick forest. Clove and her boyfriend went inside the lighthouse, their heads bent together as they whispered to each other and left us to our exploration. I couldn’t dislodge the shaken look on Clove’s face from my mind, the expression almost traumatic.

      “Sam and Clove do,” Landon replied. “Sam bought the Dandridge about a year ago or so. Clove moved in with him a few months ago.”

      “It must be cool to live in a lighthouse.”

      Landon shrugged. “Clove seems to like it.”

      “Do you know her well?”

      If Landon was put off by my questions he didn’t show it. “My girlfriend and Clove are cousins, although they’re more like sisters. They lived together – actually, with another cousin, too – until recently. Now I live in the guesthouse with Bay, and Thistle lives in town with her boyfriend Marcus.”

      “Bay, Clove and Thistle?” Jack didn’t bother hiding his amusement. “Someone had a sense of humor.”

      “Their mothers are … unique.” Landon didn’t sound disparaging when he said the word. He looked almost wistful. “You’ll find that out when you check into the inn.”

      “And will you be there?” I had no idea why I found him so fascinating – perhaps it was the smile that curved his lips when he talked about his girlfriend and he thought no one was looking – but I couldn’t stop myself from staring.

      “I’ll be at the guesthouse,” Landon replied. “It’s on the property. We eat dinner there quite often, and I’m sure tonight will be no different.”

      “Like a family thing?” Chris asked. “That must be nice.”

      “It’s nice to be around a family.” Landon appeared to be choosing his words carefully. “Even when they’re eccentric, they’re still family.”

      There it was – the odd expression that he kept trying to hide. I couldn’t figure out his deal. His girlfriend or her family members clearly didn’t embarrass him, yet there was something about them he found amusing. I was almost positive he was looking forward to us meeting the women, although why was anyone’s guess.

      “Are they witches?” I blurted out the question before I thought better of it.

      Landon looked taken aback by my bluntness. “I’m sorry?”

      “I think everyone in town is supposed to be a witch,” Jack supplied. “You’ll have to forgive Charlie. She’s new to the game – this is her first case. She was fascinated when I told her about Hemlock Cove being a town for witches.”

      “Oh, that.” Landon visibly relaxed. “They’re all witches. Everyone in Hemlock Cove will claim some form of paranormal identity.”

      “Because that’s part of their tourist shtick?” Chris asked.

      “Yeah. I was a little thrown by it at first, but … I’m used to it now. The town wouldn’t be what it is if they didn’t have the witch theme going on.”

      “Fun.” Jack slid a thoughtful gaze in my direction before returning his attention to Landon. “So you live here? There’s no FBI office in this town. It’s not big enough.”

      “My office is in Traverse City. I used to have an apartment there,” Landon replied. “I get special dispensation because I’m mostly on the road – and often in Hemlock Cove – so I’m allowed to break the rules and live here thanks to some added effort by my boss.”

      “And you did that for your girlfriend?” I was impressed that he not only put in the request but also didn’t seem embarrassed to admit it.

      Landon’s smile was enigmatic. “I did that for myself. The scene is over here.”

      Landon stood several feet from the area, which was cordoned off with yellow tape, and crossed his arms over his chest as Chris and Jack moved closer to the scene. There was a dark stain on the ground, and it took me a moment to realize it was blood.

      “How was she killed?” Jack asked, straightening.

      “Her throat was … missing,” Landon replied, grimacing. “That’s the best way I can describe it.”

      “Meaning you think an animal ripped out her throat?” Chris asked, utilizing the expensive camera around his neck to snap photographs. “What kind of indigenous animals do you have here?”

      “We have some bears, coyotes and the like,” Landon answered. “We’ve never seen an aggressive bear in this area to my knowledge. Coyotes aren’t big enough to do what was done to this victim – and we don’t have an identity yet. We’re waiting on the medical examiner for that. Then there’s … that.” Landon pointed toward an odd print on the ground closest to Jack’s foot. “We don’t know what that is.”

      “Look at that.” Chris was excited as he used his hip to clear me out of the way so he could have a clear shot of the print. “This is clearly not a coyote print.”

      “Or a bear,” Jack added, pursing his lips as he locked gazes with Landon. “You’ve been careful not to say too much, but your office contacted us.”

      “I didn’t contact you,” Landon clarified. “That was my boss. He seems to have some relationship with a guy named Myron Biggs.”

      “That’s my uncle,” Chris supplied. “I think they went to the same high school.”

      “I have no idea about any of that.” Landon’s stance was firm. Even though Chris was technically in charge, it was clear he had more respect for Jack. I couldn’t figure out why – Chris was an amiable guy, after all – unless it was because they both had long hair and tough guy demeanors. “My boss suggested calling you in to utilize your expertise. Chief Terry and I will still handle the investigation. You can track down non-essential leads and focus on the animal aspect as much as you want.”

      “But you’re not happy we’re here,” Jack prodded.

      “I don’t care either way,” Landon clarified. “This place is my home. Something killed that woman. I don’t know if it was an animal or a human, but I plan to find out. I love a lot of people in this town, and I don’t want them being left at the mercy of a madman … or a mad beast, for that matter.” He seemed calm as he said the words, but I didn’t miss the fervency in his eyes.

      “What do you think it was?” I asked.

      Landon shrugged, holding his hand palms up. “I don’t know what it was. I know that I don’t want it to happen again. So I’m here to offer you whatever help you need. I will be following up my own avenues of investigation, though, so I will not be at your service for the majority of your stay.”

      “Sounds more than fair,” Jack said, cracking his large knuckles. “We need to get casts of the prints, Chris. Then we need to look around.”

      Chris snapped three more photos in rapid succession. “I’m on it. This could be it, Jack. We might finally be able to get proof of a hominid-like creature in the United States. Think about it.”

      Jack forced a smile that didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “Great. Get your clay stuff for the cast. I’m going to take a look around the perimeter to make sure the cops didn’t miss anything.”

      Landon arched an eyebrow when Jack straightened. “What is it you think we missed?”

      “I just want to make sure we have all of the bases covered,” Jack replied. “I didn’t mean it as an insult.”

      Landon’s shoulders were stiff. “Then I guess I shouldn’t take it as one.”

      “Great.”

      

      THE NEXT forty-five minutes were extremely uncomfortable. I helped Chris with the foot casting while Jack prowled the immediate area, sticking his head through the sparse foliage in a bevy of different locations. It was spring, so the weeds and undergrowth hadn’t filled in yet and the ground was soft and muddy in places. That made searching with our eyes easier, but navigating the footpaths slippery and wet.

      Landon remained rooted to his spot. He appeared mildly curious while watching Chris mix the fast-drying clay we used to make print casts, but otherwise remained lost in thought. After such an extended period of silence I couldn’t take the uncomfortable atmosphere descending over the area one second longer.

      “How did you end up here?” I asked, causing Landon to jolt when the quiet was jarringly interrupted.

      “I don’t understand what you mean,” Landon said after a beat. “I was assigned to the Traverse City office. I grew up in mid-Michigan and wanted to stay in the state from the start. I did. I was assigned here.”

      “Oh, not that. I mean, how did you end up in Hemlock Cove?”

      “Bay.” Landon’s answer was simple and the way his lips curved at the corners at mention of his girlfriend made him that much more attractive, if that was even possible.

      “So you’ve been dating her a long time?”

      “About a year and a half.”

      “Did you meet her on a case?”

      “What is this, Lifestyles of the Fed and Dateless?” Jack shot me an annoyed look, which I ignored. “Leave him alone. He doesn’t want to answer your questions. You’re being invasive.”

      “I’m not trying to be invasive,” I protested, lobbing a dark glare in Jack’s direction. “I was simply trying to get a feel for how he ended up here. He doesn’t look like the sort of guy who belongs in a town like Hemlock Cove.”

      Landon’s lips twitched. “And what kind of guy do I look like?”

      “The kind who prefers the big city,” I answered honestly.

      “I much prefer Hemlock Cove,” Landon explained. “As for Bay … well … I met her while undercover on an assignment a while back.”

      “Was it love at first sight?”

      Landon snickered as Jack groaned. “Yes.”

      I readjusted my gaze so it was appraising instead of curious. “You’re very open, but you’re being kind of … weird … about certain things,” I noted. “I can’t decide if you’re telling the truth.”

      Jack’s mouth dropped open as Chris continued with his cast. He clearly didn’t hear me. I expected Landon to tell me to mind my own business, but he was too amused.

      “You’re going to fit right in at The Overlook,” Landon supplied. “The Winchesters love vocal women. I suggest you sit next to Aunt Tillie during dinner. She’ll find you fascinating.”

      I refused to be dissuaded. “Who is Aunt Tillie?”

      “Bay’s great-aunt.”

      “Is she funny?”

      “She has her moments.” Landon adopted a far-off expression, running his tongue over his lips as he considered how to continue. “I’m not being weird. I also don’t mean to be disparaging, so please don’t think that’s what this is. I simply can’t figure out what you are supposed to offer us.”

      “Perhaps some expertise that you don’t have access to,” I suggested. “Not everything is black and white. There are some things harder to explain than others in this world.”

      “I’m well aware of that.” Landon scratched his nose as he studied me. There was something weighted about his gaze, as if he was trying to see inside of my heart and mind. “Not everything about Hemlock Cove is as it seems,” he offered, adjusting his tone. “The people here are genuinely good, though, and I want them protected.”

      “That’s what we want, too,” Jack offered, returning from one of his forays into the woods. “I can’t find tracks from this spot. No tracks that match what Chris is casting, no tracks for humans either. There are a few sets heading that way, but I have a feeling that’s from you guys and the medical examiner’s team.”

      “That’s exactly what I found,” Landon confirmed, rolling his neck. “The evidence seems to suggest that she was killed here and yet … that scenario is hard for me to swallow given the lack of footprints.”

      “Could someone have erased them?” I asked, glancing around. “The ground is still hard in some places and damp in others because the spring thaw isn’t complete. Maybe whoever – or whatever – it was simply didn’t make an impression.”

      “That’s definitely a possibility,” Landon agreed. “I don’t know what to think. The state police evidence team collected a few items, but we’re hampered by the fact that all of the local high schoolers like to hit the woods for a party every weekend.”

      “Ah.” Jack made a clucking sound in the back of his throat and nodded. He seemed to understand what Landon was saying better than I did.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, confused.

      “It means that any beer cans collected … or discarded matchbooks … or even condoms indicating sexual activity could be a lost cause because the kids will have roiled up the area,” Jack supplied. “It could be a long time before the evidence starts rolling in.”

      “Yes, and we either have a killer human or animal on the loose while that’s happening,” Landon added. “I love this town. I love most of the people here. I will do what I have to when it comes to their protection.”

      “Are you worried about your girlfriend?” I asked.

      “I’m always worried about Bay.” Landon’s smile was back. “But she can take care of herself. She has a tendency to stick her nose in things that shouldn’t concern her. I have no doubt this case will be no different.”

      “Why not order her to stay away?” Jack’s question seemed more of an order than a suggestion. “You are with the FBI, after all. She has to obey you.”

      Landon snorted. “You’ve never been in a serious relationship, have you?”

      “I have.” Jack looked caught. “I mean … I understand women.”

      “You obviously don’t if you think you can boss them around,” Landon countered. “Bay is … a free spirit. She does what she wants when she wants, and I have to live with that. I’ll tell her to stay out of it, she’ll get mad and do what she wants, we’ll fight and then we’ll make up. That’s how we roll. She won’t be able to stay away from this one. It’s not in her nature.”

      “Because it was probably Bigfoot?” I asked.

      Landon chuckled. “No. Because she’s the editor of the only newspaper in town and she’ll be crazy for this story.”

      “We saw the newspaper office,” Jack noted. “She doesn’t own a combat helmet, does she?”

      “How about a shotgun?” I added.

      Instead of laughing off the suggestions as ludicrous, Landon narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask that?”

      “Please tell me you’re not dating the woman in the combat helmet,” Jack sputtered. “She could be your grandmother.”

      Something clicked into place for me. “He’s dating the blonde who opened the door at the newspaper office,” I corrected. “The one Chris commented on.”

      “What did Chris say about her?” Landon asked, leaning forward.

      I risked a glance at Chris and found him completely wrapped up in his own world, oblivious to the conversation as he poured the casting clay into the print. “Just that she was pretty,” I replied hurriedly.

      Landon raised his eyebrows. “Yes, she’s lovely.” He stared at Chris a moment, an obvious appraisal, and shook his head.

      “What about Bigfoot?” I pressed. “Do you think he’s a threat?”

      “You’re very persistent,” Landon noted. “As for Bigfoot … let’s just say I’m less worried about Bigfoot attacking Bay than a human with an attitude trying to end her life.”

      “That’s probably smart,” Jack agreed. “I’d be worried about the woman with the shotgun, though. She seemed determined.”

      Landon was determined to be blasé, but I saw his expression crack. “You said she had a combat helmet on?”

      “And a whistle,” I added.

      Landon sharply inhaled and then exhaled slowly, the sound long and drawn out. “I’m sure Bay is fine.”

      “Who is the woman?” I couldn’t help but be curious … and a little worried. Landon Michaels was an FBI agent, and he was supposed to be calm under pressure. He appeared anything but calm.

      Landon ignored the question. “I’m just going to make a quick call.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved his phone. “I’d better get a mountain of bacon tomorrow morning. I can already tell this is going to be a long week.”
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      “This is The Overlook?”

      I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed. The way Landon, Clove and Sam built it up I expected something out of a horror movie. Instead, the inn was absolutely beautiful, the cookie cutter shutters accenting a huge facade that was more pretty than perilous. “It looks like it was a Victorian at one time, maybe something more when you see the back jutting out the way it does.”

      Jack arched an eyebrow as he handed me my medium-sized suitcase from the back of the Tahoe. “You look sad. Not what you were expecting?”

      “I thought it would look like witches live here,” I admitted. “This looks like someone’s grandma lives here.”

      “I believe someone’s grandma does live here.” Jack’s eyes betrayed a flicker of mirth. “Didn’t you see the look on the FBI agent’s face when you mentioned the combat helmet, gun and whistle?”

      “Yeah, that was pretty odd.”

      “See, the way I read his face, it wasn’t odd at all,” Jack countered. “He was worried about his girlfriend getting in trouble … but not the kind of trouble that would get her killed.”

      Confusion wafted over me as I tucked a strand of my long dark hair behind my ear. “What other kind of trouble is there?”

      “The kind that gets you arrested and gives your FBI boyfriend a migraine.”

      I was flabbergasted. “Seriously? You think she’s a criminal?”

      Jack snorted, amused by my dramatic flair. “I think they have a unique relationship, and if you’re developing a crush on him you might want to look elsewhere. That man is clearly taken.”

      “What man is taken?” Laura asked, sticking her nose between us. “Did someone meet a man in this hellhole town? If so, I want a description and a map of where to find him, because I haven’t seen any men since we landed. All I’ve seen is a parking lot.”

      Jack rolled his eyes as he grabbed the shoulder of my hoodie and tugged me away from Laura. He seemed to dislike the woman even more than I did, which was entirely possible because he knew her better. “We were talking about the FBI agent we met this afternoon.”

      “And he’s definitely taken,” I added. “He lives on the grounds of this inn, in fact. He said he lived in a guesthouse, right? What’s the guesthouse look like?”

      “It’s like a little cottage,” Hannah supplied, distracted by her phone screen. “The cell service isn’t very good here.”

      “That’s what’s great about living in the country,” Chris added, inhaling heavily. “I love the country! This is where Sasquatch lives … and hopefully breeds. I can feel it, folks. This is the one!”

      Jack muttered something unintelligible, rubbing his forehead. I didn’t miss the weary look on his face. I wanted to ask why he insisted on working in this particular field if he was a non-believer, but instead I merely forced a smile and extended the pull handle on my suitcase.

      “I don’t have a crush on him,” I volunteered, keeping my voice low. “I just find him interesting.”

      “Why? Because he’s dating a witch?” Jack looked amused at the prospect.

      “No, because he clearly loves his girlfriend enough to give up any chance of FBI advancement. And he’s hiding something with the chief of police.”

      Jack stilled, narrowing his eyes. “How do you know that?”

      “Let’s face it, he would have to love that woman an awful lot to want to stay in this small town his entire life.”

      “Not that.” Jack curled his lip. “The part about him lying.”

      “Oh, well, I guess ‘lying’ is a strong word,” I clarified. “They’re clearly hiding something, though. I think this town has a secret. They exchanged a few looks when they thought no one was watching. And Landon was kind of evasive on certain topics.”

      “I thought I was the only one who noticed that,” Jack said, closing the door and fobbing the lock. “Perhaps you’re more observant than I realized.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Perhaps you’re kind of a butthead.”

      Instead of reacting with anger, Jack smirked. “Yeah. That’s a distinct possibility.”

      I followed the line of people into the inn, pulling up short when I saw the harried woman standing behind the counter. She looked to be in her fifties, dressed well and easy on the eyes, but the woman standing beside her was another story.

      “It’s the combat helmet lady,” Jack said, amused.

      “I said no, Aunt Tillie.” The woman at the counter fixed the older woman with a dark look. “When I say no, I mean no.”

      “Oh, chill out, Winnie.” Tillie – this must be the great-aunt Landon mentioned in passing while at the scene – rolled her eyes so hard I swear she almost fell over. “I was hardly trying to date rape you.”

      Hannah choked at the words, her eyes widening. She was a pretty girl – and sweet – but I was starting to think she was something of a Mary Sue. “I … um … .”

      Tillie lifted her finger to her lips and let loose with a loud and obnoxious “Shh.”

      “Aunt Tillie!” Winnie barked, causing me to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “I said no. That’s my final answer. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have guests to check in. If you need someone to entertain you, I believe Bay and Thistle are in the library.”

      “I don’t want to spend time with them.” Tillie unveiled an exasperated expression only a family member could love. There was something so expressive about the elderly woman – her face carved by wrinkles and her curly short hair struck through with gray – that I couldn’t help but briefly wish I was a part of her family. “They’re obnoxious and mouthy brats.”

      I raised my eyebrows as I risked a glance at Jack. He looked as amused with the conversation as I did.

      “I don’t really care if you want to spend time with them or not,” Winnie shot back. “I only care that I don’t have time to spend with you right now. So … go.”

      Tillie crossed her arms over her chest. “Um … no.”

      “That did it!” Winnie raised her arm – whether it was to strike her elderly aunt or vigorously point a finger at her I couldn’t be certain – but the front door opening and Landon stepping in interrupted her.

      “You guys made it.” Landon’s reaction was blasé as he took in the members of the team he’d yet to meet. “I’m glad you didn’t have any trouble finding the place.”

      “Hello, sailor,” Laura murmured under her breath.

      “He’s got a girlfriend,” I reminded her.

      “He’s not married, not that it would matter to me,” Laura countered. “I’ll need to spend some time with him, that’s for sure.”

      Landon either didn’t notice or care that he was the center of attention. Instead he remained focused on Winnie. “Where is Bay?”

      “In the library with Thistle.”

      “Oh, geez.” Now it was Landon’s turn to make a face. “Is Thistle in a good or bad mood?”

      It was interesting to watch the family dynamic. Landon had been nothing but professional at the scene where the body was found – other than his brief break to check on his girlfriend and her shotgun-wielding great-aunt, of course – but he was clearly comfortable here. Winnie seemed equally at ease with him.

      “Thistle is being Thistle,” Winnie shrugged. “Before you go, though, I need you to do me a favor.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to take this.” Winnie shoved Aunt Tillie toward Landon. “Keep it out of trouble until dinner.”

      “Um … pass.” Landon’s expression mirrored Tillie’s from a few moments earlier as he pushed the senior citizen back in Winnie’s direction. “I’m in no mood for itchy underpants tonight.”

      “See, he knows what’s good for him,” Tillie nodded.

      Landon scorched her with a dark look. “Don’t push me. If you do, I’ll lock you in a room with Thistle and see who comes out standing.”

      Tillie was unruffled. “It will be me.”

      “You’re not as young as you used to be.”

      “And yet I’m still young enough to beat Thistle with one hand tied behind my back.”

      Landon stared her down for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Fine,” he said after a beat. “Do what you want, but leave Bay and me out of it. I’ll be in the library with your daughter if you need me before dinner, Winnie.”

      Winnie glared at his back. “Does that mean you’re not taking Aunt Tillie with you?”

      “I love you, Winnie, but nowhere near that much.”

      I snickered as I watched him go, amused. I shifted my position a bit, eager to see the famous Bay. I finally caught a glimpse of her through the double glass doors as Landon grabbed both sides of her face to plant a kiss on her before sitting. She said something to him that made him laugh, and another woman – this one with bright teal hair – shuffled closer to the couch and extended a finger in Landon’s direction. Whatever she said didn’t impress Landon, who merely rolled his eyes.

      “She even looks like the devil, doesn’t she?”

      I jolted at the sound of the voice so close to my side, shifting my eyes down to find Tillie staring into the library. She didn’t appear bothered by the fact that she was invading my personal space. “I … don’t know her,” I hedged. “She seems friendly enough. I like her hair.”

      “She’s the devil,” Tillie whispered. “Look out, because she’ll steal from your secret stash when you’re not looking … and then she’ll rat you out for having the secret stash when she wants to get you in trouble.”

      With those words Tillie turned on her heel and flounced toward the door that I presumed led to the inner sanctum of the inn. “I’m taking a nap before dinner,” she announced over her shoulder. “Don’t let anyone drink my wine.”

      Winnie offered a distracted wave. “Whatever.” She forced a smile when she finally turned her full attention to us. “Let’s get you checked in, shall we? I’m sure you’re in for a lovely stay in Hemlock Cove.”

      I was flooded with doubts, but remained hopeful that was true.

      

      IT DIDN’T take long to get settled. I left everything in my suitcase and propped it on the chest at the end of the bed. I ran a brush through my hair, studied the pretty but simple room, and then headed back to the main floor.

      That’s where I expected all of the action to be, so that’s where I wanted to be.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      “Knock it off.” Landon sounded grumpy. I followed the sound of his voice to the dining room. I was the first of my group downstairs. It was early for dinner, so the table was mostly empty except for Landon, the blonde I assumed to be Bay, the teal-haired siren Tillie referred to as the “devil” and a handsome blond man with long hair and a patient smile.

      “I’m not doing anything,” the girl with the wild hair barked. “You’re being a kvetch.”

      “What’s a kvetch?” The question was out of my mouth before I realized it looked as if I’d been eavesdropping. It was too late to take it back, though, so I boldly stepped into the dining room as if I had nothing to hide.

      “Hey, Charlie,” Landon smiled. “Did you get settled in your room?”

      I nodded. “It’s a beautiful inn.”

      “Thank you.” The blonde flashed a pretty smile. “I’m Bay, by the way. Landon and Clove told me all about meeting your group. It must be exciting … looking for Bigfoot and everything, I mean.”

      I searched Bay’s face for hints she was making fun of me, but she seemed sincere. “Oh, well, it’s my first job, so I’m not sure how exciting it will be. I’m looking forward to it, though.”

      “Did you always want to be a monster hunter?”

      “I always wanted to discover something new,” I clarified. “I do have an interest in paranormal things.”

      “There’s no shortage of those things here.”

      Bay’s smile was benign, but I didn’t miss the look Landon pinned her with before focusing on me. “Yes, Hemlock Cove is full of randy witches. That’s why it’s my favorite place on Earth.”

      Bay playfully pinched his flank. “I don’t think you needed to throw in the ‘randy’ part.”

      “And yet I’m not sorry I did it.” Landon poured two glasses of wine, pushed one in front of Bay and then held up the bottle. “Wine?”

      “Oh, sure. That sounds nice.” I moved closer to the table, fixing a hesitant look at Bay before grabbing the chair next to her. “So … what’s a kvetch?”

      Bay snorted. “That’s what Aunt Tillie calls our cousin Clove,” she replied. “She saves the meaner names for Thistle.” She pointed toward the teal-haired girl for emphasis.

      “I’m sorry.” Landon remembered his manners. “This is Thistle and her boyfriend Marcus. He’s okay, but she’s evil.”

      I raised my eyebrows, amused. “I heard that.”

      “Who did you hear it from?” Thistle asked suspiciously.

      I saw no reason to lie – and I’m terrible at it when caught – so I wisely decided to ignore that potential landmine. “Your aunt.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one in the combat helmet.”

      “That mean old biddy,” Thistle groused. “She’s our great aunt, and I’m totally going to make her pay. I think it’s time to put Operation Make Aunt Tillie Cry into active rotation, Bay. She’s been a righteous pain for weeks. She needs to be brought down a peg or two.”

      “You’re going to make your great-aunt cry?” I nodded in thanks as Landon handed me the glass of wine and watched as he rested his hand on Bay’s back, drawing idle circles as he listened to the conversation. They seemed in tune with one another, happy in the face of the chaos. A homey feeling wafted through the room despite the squabbling.

      “Oh, she’s got it coming,” Thistle grumbled. “Trust me. That woman knows how to get under someone’s skin – and not in a fun way like one of those spiders that burrows under your skin and lays eggs.”

      “Oh, um … .” I wasn’t sure what to say, which had to be a first. “She seemed nice. Although … um … why does she wear the combat helmet?”

      “In case Russia decides to drop the big one,” Bay answered, causing Landon and Marcus to snort in unison.

      “Really?”

      “Well, maybe not Russia,” Bay conceded. “She’s been waiting for someone to drop the big one since the sixties, though.”

      “Yeah, she’s convinced that when the zombie apocalypse hits it will happen because of an oozing chemical weapon rather than a virus gone awry,” Thistle added. “Sadly, we’re going to be stuck with her no matter what happens because she knows how to survive.”

      “She’s on your zombie apocalypse team?” The notion made me grin.

      “Yeah, it’s Bay, Aunt Tillie, Landon, Marcus and me,” Thistle replied. “We figure that’s the team that has the best chance of surviving.”

      “I told you that you need to bring one of your mothers, too,” Landon interjected. “You guys aren’t going to cook. I don’t want to eat anything you call cooking.”

      “There’s going to be a bacon shortage in the zombie apocalypse anyway,” Bay pointed out. “You’ll be sad about food no matter what.”

      “I see no reason to live if there won’t be bacon,” Landon teased.

      “What about me?” Bay pressed.

      “That’s a tough choice, sweetie. I’ll give it some thought.”

      Bay elbowed his stomach before turning to me. “So, Charlie, tell us about being a monster hunter.”

      I giggled, amused at her serious tone. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything,” Thistle interjected. “We especially want to know if Bigfoot is real and whether or not we can borrow him. Clove is terrified of Bigfoot, and she’s been bugging the crap out of me. She’s due for a little payback, too.”

      “Well, how much time do you have?” I asked, leaning back in my chair.

      “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes,” Bay replied. “Is that enough time?”

      “Plenty.”

      “Then let’s do it.”

      Surprisingly enough, I felt comfortable opening up to them. Not about the big secrets, of course, but I instinctively knew they could be trusted with the little ones. “Okay, but I’ve never seen Bigfoot. I’m convinced I saw an elf once, though.”

      “Join the club,” Thistle said. “We grew up with a menstruation monster and sock-eating gnome in this house. There’s nothing you can say that would surprise us.”

      I bet I knew a few things, but I opted to keep them to myself as I launched into my tale. After all, I liked them, but I didn’t know them. There was no way I could trust them with the big stuff.
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      “I feel as if my head has been run over by a truck and then backed over again.”

      I met Millie in the hallway before breakfast the next morning, cocking an eyebrow as I took in her disheveled hair and smeared makeup. I was fairly certain she hadn’t taken a shower – although that was none of my business, I reminded myself – and she looked as bad as she sounded.

      “You did a lot of drinking last night,” I acknowledged, working overtime to hide my smirk. Millie was one of the few people in the group who talked to me as if I wasn’t the newbie. “Do you want some aspirin? I’m sure we can ask for some downstairs.”

      “I want to crawl into an aspirin bottle,” Millie replied, shuffling toward the stairwell. “Until that becomes a possibility, though, I want a huge vat of coffee.”

      “I’m sure they have that, too.”

      Most of the Winchester family was already around the table, including Clove and her boyfriend. They missed dinner the previous evening, and that seemed to be the topic of conversation.

      “You’re such a baby, Clove,” Thistle spat, openly glaring at her cousin. “It wasn’t really Bigfoot. You’re letting your imagination run wild. Stop thinking things like that.”

      “I only think things like that because you told me Bigfoot was out to get me, and now it looks as if he is,” Clove shot back, her eyes flashing. “You and Bay like terrorizing me. Now it’s coming true. I hope you’re happy.”

      I widened my eyes momentarily, worried this battle would really turn hostile. I learned fairly quickly last night that the Winchester way was to mess with one another whenever the opportunity presented. It was like that in my family until my parents died when I was eighteen. Then the laughter died … and didn’t come back for a very long time. Even when it did return, it was never the same.

      “Good morning,” I chirped, drawing a few sets of eyes. “How did everyone sleep?”

      Thistle stared at me with open distaste for a long time before turning back to her cousin. “Bigfoot didn’t kill Penny Schilling. I’ll bet that new vintage cauldron I found that it’s a human trying to cover his or her tracks by making it look like an animal attack.”

      “I have to agree with Thistle on this one,” Bay said, rubbing her forehead. She looked as hungover as Millie, but it appeared she’d showered and brushed her hair. “The odds of it being Bigfoot are pretty slim.”

      I considered arguing the point – that’s why I was here, after all – but it seemed like a lot of effort before I had my coffee. “Who is Penny Schilling?” I asked, latching on to the one part of the conversation I couldn’t make sense of.

      “She’s the victim,” Millie replied, taking me by surprise with her gruffness. “Keep up.”

      “I like her,” Thistle said, her lips twitching as she stared at Millie. “She could give Aunt Tillie a run for her money.”

      “She tried to give Tillie a run for her money with the wine over dinner last night,” I argued. “That’s why she’s so grumpy. Do you have any aspirin, by the way? I think a couple of people are going to need it.”

      “Right here.” Landon grabbed a bottle from the table and twisted the cap. “I was just about to pour some into Bay. She’s hungover, too.”

      Bay made an exaggerated face that caused me to stifle a giggle. “You’re the one who was crying about wanting to kill yourself because your head hurt so much this morning.”

      “That was only until you revived me in the shower.” Landon’s grin was cheeky as he tapped three tablets into Bay’s cupped hand. “My headache is gone. You magically cured it.”

      “I think that was the bacon you stole when we walked through the kitchen,” Bay grumbled. She tossed the aspirin into her mouth and swallowed half a glass of tomato juice to wash them down. “Aren’t you going to have aspirin?”

      Landon shook his head and handed me the bottle. “I’m manly. I don’t need aspirin.”

      “Oh, puh-leez.” Thistle snorted so loudly it jarred Millie as she tried to get comfortable with her mug of coffee. “You palmed aspirin when you thought no one was looking and you’re going to take it and pretend you’re somehow stronger than everyone else.”

      Landon balked. “I did not.”

      “Open your hand.”

      “I certainly will not.”

      Bay’s expression shifted from weary to suspicious as she turned to her boyfriend. “Let me see your hand.”

      “I let you see my hand earlier. I don’t think you need a repeat showing.” Landon tried to cover his discomfort with flirting, but Bay was having none of it.

      “Show me.”

      “Fine.” Landon made a disgruntled face and displayed the aspirin tablets. “Are you happy, Thistle? You ruined my manly facade.”

      “I still think you’re manly,” I offered, patting his shoulder as I moved to sit between him and Millie. “That should make you feel better.”

      I didn’t realize that the comment could be misconstrued as flirting until I saw the amused look flit across Bay’s face. If she was bothered by my fascination with her boyfriend, she didn’t show it. I cleared my throat to dislodge the uneasiness settling in the pit of my stomach. “So … um … who is Penny Schilling again?”

      “She’s the victim,” Landon replied, seemingly relieved to be rescued from the “manly” conversation. “She lives in Bellaire – it’s about twenty miles away – and she works at the resort there.”

      “What kind of resort?”

      I jerked my head to the door at the sound of Jack’s voice, surprised to find Bernard, Jack and Chris walking into the dining room. Much like Landon, they appeared to be putting on a brave front to hide their hangovers. They were moving slower than normal, though.

      “It’s a ski resort in the winter and a golf resort in the fall,” Landon replied, rubbing his hand over Bay’s knee under the table. He seemed to want to be in constant contact with her, which was cute, but also unnerving. They were very tight, which meant whatever secret he was hiding probably had something to do with her. Even after a good night’s sleep, I was convinced he knew more than he was saying. But I was unsure how to voice my suspicions to Chris without looking like an alarmist.

      “Is it in operation now?” Jack asked, happily pouring himself a mug of coffee. It was the first expression akin to giddiness I’d seen him muster since our first meeting. He took a sip, groaned, and sighed. “That’s good stuff.”

      “Do you want aspirin?” Millie asked, holding up the bottle.

      Jack shook his head. “I’m not hungover.”

      “Oh, we have another manly one,” Thistle groaned, her eyes flicking to Jack. “He even kind of looks like our manly one.”

      “I’m not your manly one,” Landon shot back. “I’m Bay’s manly one … er, Bay’s man. That sounds awful no matter how I phrase it.”

      Bay patted his arm, amused. “I liked it.”

      “Ugh, I’m going to puke if you don’t knock it off,” Thistle warned. “As for the resort, it’s open. It has a big dining room and they’re getting ready for the season. This is Michigan, so people start wearing shorts as soon as it hits sixty degrees.”

      “Sad but true,” Landon said, chuckling. “Chief Terry and I are heading to the resort to question the workers today. Penny worked in the main dining room most of the time. I understand she picked up swing shifts for other departments when help was needed. She was always eager for overtime.”

      “What else do you know about her?” Jack asked, sparing a glance for Laura and Hannah as they joined the breakfast party. Laura scanned the table, looking for a spot close to Landon. When she saw where he was situated she scowled and sat next to Sam. Sam completely ignored her and kept his hand on Clove’s neck as he attempted to rub out the tension. She really did look worked up.

      “She was twenty-four and lived with roommates,” Landon replied. “That’s all I know so far. I’ll get more from Chief Terry when I hit the police station after breakfast. That reminds me, … .” He shifted in his chair and fixed Bay with an unreadable expression. “What are you doing today?”

      “Do you want me to go with you to solve the crime?” Bay was clearly amused. “I feel so loved.”

      “Oh, I love you.” Landon said the words, but there was an edge to them. “However, that has nothing to do with my question. I want to know what you’re doing today. If you plan to run through the woods with Thistle and Clove I want to know.”

      “I’m not going into the woods,” Clove announced. “I’m thinking of moving back into the guesthouse until this is settled.”

      “No, you’re not.” Landon wagged a finger. “That guesthouse is private property now … Bay and I need our privacy. The fact that we had six people essentially living there for months is in the past.”

      “Oh, you’re so bossy,” Tillie complained as she breezed into the dining room. Her combat helmet was gone, replaced by an odd gardening hat with scissors sticking out of the band. She also wore pink camouflage pants with flip-flops. The ensemble was … interesting. “I think all cops get off on being bossy.”

      “No one asked you,” Landon shot back, his eyes drifting to her outfit. He didn’t seem shocked – which made me think her clothing choice was a regular occurrence and not an indication of some sort of stroke-related behavior – but he did seem suspicious. “Do you plan to garden today?”

      “What’s it to you?” Tillie challenged, grabbing the coffee pot and pouring herself an oversized mug. “Are you going to stick your nose in an old woman’s gardening habits? That’s ‘The Man,’ for you. He’s always sticking his nose into business that doesn’t concern him. I think my spring saplings are probably quaking in their grow pods in the greenhouse.”

      “It is a little early in the season for gardening,” Bay offered.

      “Mind your own business, junior busybody,” Tillie snapped. “Worry about your boyfriend. He’s trying to get you to promise that you won’t investigate the dead girl. Pay attention.”

      Bay knit her eyebrows and swung her head in Landon’s direction. “Is that what you were trying to do?”

      Landon nodded without hesitation. “Someone – or something – ripped Penny Schilling’s throat out. I don’t want you running into the sort of individual who would do that.”

      “What if it’s an animal?” Chris challenged.

      Landon ran his tongue over his teeth as he leaned back in his chair. “Then I don’t want her running into that animal either. No offense, man, but this conversation has nothing to do with you. I don’t want the people I care about eaten by an animal or stalked by a man. You’d be surprised how often it happens.”

      “They’re often eaten by animals?” Laura asked, her smile flirty.

      “They’re often stalked and put in danger,” Landon fired back, ignoring her wink and smile. “Bay, if you want to go out to the scene … I’ll take you. I’d prefer if you waited until I was free to go with you.”

      “We’re going out there today,” Chris offered. “We can take her.”

      “No, you can’t,” Landon growled, flicking his eyes to Tillie. “You did this. Are you happy?”

      “I’m not unhappy,” Tillie replied. “As for the gardening, I’m merely doing some work with my rototiller, no planting. There’s no reason to get your panties in a bunch.”

      “Why is gardening such a big deal?” I asked, confused.

      “You don’t want to know,” Landon growled.

      “I want to know,” Laura argued.

      Landon pretended he didn’t hear her. “If you guys go exploring today, I want to know about it. Just … text me or something.”

      Bay’s face was a mask of emotions as she stared at her boyfriend. She opened her mouth to answer, but Chris, oblivious at the end of the table as he studied his phone, cut her off before she had a chance.

      “We could use someone who knows the terrain in that area,” he said. “She’s more than welcome to come with us. We’ll keep her safe. In fact, I can have Jack stick close to her, if that makes you feel better.”

      Landon stared at Jack, their handsome faces leveling and suspicious eyes locking as he shook his head. “That doesn’t make me feel better at all.”

      Thistle snorted. “That’s because he looks like you – only a younger model – and you’re worried Bay will fall for him.”

      “I am not.” Landon scowled. “Do you have to be such a pain so early in the morning?”

      “She was born a pain,” Tillie answered. “Don’t worry about Bay. She can take care of herself. If she gets in trouble, I’ll handle it.”

      “Oh, that makes me feel so much better.”

      I wrapped my hands around my coffee mug, enjoying the warmth on my fingers, the spoon spinning on its own. I was doing that. Er, well, I did that on occasion with my magic. I doubted anyone noticed, but I grabbed the spoon with my fingers just in case. When I lifted my head, I found Tillie staring at me. She didn’t bother trying to hide her actions. She openly studied my face without blinking. She reminded me of a creepy owl, and I shifted on my chair, suddenly uncomfortable.

      “Do I have something on my face?” I instinctively wiped a finger down my cheek.

      “Ignore her,” Landon suggested. “She gets her jollies unnerving people. But she usually prefers doing that to men.” He snapped his fingers in front of Tillie’s face, causing her to glare at him. “You’re making Charlie feel self-conscious.”

      “Sorry.” Tillie sounded anything but sorry. “I didn’t mean to be rude. That’s clearly your job, copper.”

      “You know I hate it when you call me that,” Landon muttered.

      “Even more than ‘The Man?’” Laura asked. “You do look all man, by the way.”

      Landon pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead as Bay shot Laura a menacing look and Thistle cracked her knuckles. The Winchester family was ridiculously odd – there was no getting around that – but something else was going on this morning, something I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around. They were all scattered and keen on poking one another with insults while covering up for something bigger.

      “Either way, we’ll need a guide,” Chris said. “If you won’t lend us your girlfriend, do you have any suggestions for someone who knows the town well?”

      “Look for Margaret Little.” Landon’s smile was enigmatic as Bay elbowed his ribs.

      “Don’t look for Margaret Little,” Bay countered. “I can take you out there.”

      “No, I don’t want you out there,” Landon’s voice became serious. “Bay, there’s either a killer or creature in those woods. Can’t you – I don’t know – spend your day in the newspaper office?”

      “Not last time I checked.”

      Landon sighed. “You give me a headache.”

      “I think you should use Clove as your guide,” Thistle suggested. “She lives out there, and she’s a big fan of Bigfoot.”

      “Shut up,” Clove snapped, jerking her foot against her cousin’s shin under the table, causing Thistle to cry out. “You suck.”

      “And you’re a big baby,” Thistle shot back.

      “You are a big baby, kvetch, but Thistle definitely sucks.” Tillie studied my group, her gaze lingering on me. “I can show you around the area.”

      The offer clearly baffled the people who knew Tillie best, because Bay’s mouth dropped open and Landon looked as if he was searching for hidden cameras in the wall sconces.

      Chris, focused on his camera, missed all of this. He was clearly great with the science, but terrible with people. “That’s great,” he said. “We’ll leave right after breakfast.”

      Aunt Tillie’s smile was serene as she arched an eyebrow and practically dared Landon to cause a scene. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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      Tillie Winchester was an enigma of sorts. She changed out of her gardening hat and back into her combat helmet for the drive to the Dandridge. She rode with Sam and Clove – which I think made everyone more comfortable – so we gossiped freely as we followed the vehicle. Only Jack, Chris and I opted to return to where the body was found. Everyone else followed up on other tasks.

      “Does anyone else think the Winchesters are odd?” I asked.

      Jack snorted from the driver’s seat. “Isn’t that like asking if the sky is blue?”

      “I think they’re quirky but fine,” Chris replied. “If everyone acted the same it would be a very boring world, wouldn’t it?”

      He had a point, still … . “They’re hiding something.” I don’t know what possessed me to say the words. I liked the Winchesters. No, really. That didn’t mean they weren’t keeping some big secrets, and I couldn’t help but worry that the secrets would impact the job we were in Hemlock Cove to do.

      Instead of laughing, Jack shot me a keen look in the rearview mirror. “What do you think they’re hiding?”

      “If I knew that they wouldn’t be hiding anything.”

      “You must have something to pique your suspicion,” Jack argued. “What is it?”

      “They all look at one another when they think no one is watching them.”

      Jack snorted. “That’s the way families interact. They have in-jokes. That’s normal. Isn’t your family like that?”

      My family was dead … at least those I knew about. “No.” I averted my gaze and stared out the window. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m overreacting.”

      “But you don’t believe that.” Jack pursed his lips. “They seem fairly normal to me. Sure, that great-aunt is all sorts of eccentric, but I think it’s an act. The rest of the family seems used to it. Heck, the FBI agent didn’t even blink when he saw the scissors sticking out of that gardening hat.”

      “No, but that’s part of what I’m saying,” I argued. “He wasn’t weirded out by the hat – which should weird out anyone – but he seemed agitated by the thought of her gardening. Why would anyone care if a little old lady gardens?”

      “Maybe they’re worried about her health,” Chris offered from the passenger seat. “She is elderly, and it’s not quite warm enough for her to be gardening so early in the morning. Maybe she’s stubborn and refuses to take care of herself in the manner they would like.”

      “I guess that’s a possibility.” I chewed my bottom lip, unconvinced.

      “They don’t believe we’re looking for Bigfoot,” Jack pointed out.

      “Technically we’re not,” Chris said, his fingers busy as they flew over his phone screen. “We’re looking for a hominid-like creature. I’m not a big fan of the Bigfoot name, as I’ve repeatedly told you. I think people use it in a joking manner, which I don’t like. I don’t mind Sasquatch, though. I have no idea why.”

      I stared at him a moment, dumbfounded. “Is that really important right now?”

      “I think using the correct names is always important.”

      I shifted my eyes to the mirror and caught Jack’s reflection smirking. “Okay, but … we’re talking about the Winchesters and the fact that they don’t believe we’re looking for a creature.”

      “I’m not sure we’re looking for a creature either,” Jack admitted. “Someone could’ve used the history of this place, that Dog Man legend, and made a murder look like an animal attack. I’d like to see the autopsy report.”

      He parked in front of the Dandridge and hopped out of the Tahoe, catching me off guard when he opened the door for me before I even reached for the handle. It was a gentlemanly gesture, but I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Do you think they’ll tell us what’s in the autopsy report?” I asked, smoothing my top as I hit the ground. “They don’t have to, do they?”

      “They don’t have to do anything they don’t want to do,” Jack replied. “They seem open to sharing information – even though you’re convinced they’re hiding something – but we can’t rely on them to make our case. That’s our job.”

      “And it’s going to be a fun job.” Chris’ eyes lit up as he marched toward the path that led past the Dandridge. “Is everyone ready to see the impossible?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, sliding a baffled gaze toward Jack. For his part, the security guru seemed amused by our boss’s enthusiasm. “He does know the odds of us actually seeing Bigfoot while out there today are slim, right?”

      Jack shrugged. “I think he wants to see Bigfoot so bad he’ll will it to happen if he has to.”

      “That’s a little … worrisome.”

      Jack’s eyes were contemplative as he grabbed a bag of supplies from the back of the Tahoe. “Aren’t you desperate to see the impossible?”

      I’d seen impossible things quite regularly since I was a small child. I found it more terrifying than freeing, quite frankly. “I didn’t join this group to see the impossible. I joined to … get answers.”

      Jack tilted his head to the side, his long dark hair slipping past his shoulders. “What answers are you seeking?”

      “Different kinds.”

      “Uh-huh. Well … I hope you find them. You seem to desperately need them.”

      “That would be a nice change of pace.”

      

      “THIS IS WHERE her body was found?” Tillie looked less than impressed when she saw the area the police had taped off the previous day.

      Jack nodded, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips. “It is. Does something strike you as funny about that?”

      “Not funny,” Tillie replied, groaning as she dropped to her knees and stared at the blood. “Did she die here or was it made to look as if she died here?”

      “I’m not a police officer,” Jack replied. “You’ll have to ask the chief … or the FBI agent you have living on your property. You don’t seem to like him, though.”

      “Landon?” Tillie wrinkled her nose. “I like him fine.”

      “You’re mean to him.”

      “He’s mean to me right back.”

      “Yes, but that’s why I figured you don’t like each other,” Jack pressed. “Most people who like each other are nicer to one another.”

      “That’s not how any family I’ve been a part of operates,” Tillie countered. “Make no mistake, Landon is part of my family. He and Bay are in it for the long haul.”

      “Are you okay with that?” I asked, ignoring the fact that it was none of my business how Tillie felt about her great-nieces’ loves.

      “I’m fine with Landon, but Marcus is my favorite,” Tillie replied. “I’m growing to like Sam. I hated him at first, but he’s not so bad now. He’s exactly what Clove needs, so that makes me like him.”

      “You like Marcus best even though you hate Thistle?” Jack challenged. I could tell that he was trying to get a read on Tillie, and coming up short. She was a hard woman to pin down.

      “I don’t hate Thistle,” Tillie clarified. “I simply rarely like her.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “No.” Tillie offered the one-word answer as if it was the end of the discussion and let loose another groan as she struggled to her feet. “She wasn’t killed here. I’m almost positive of that.”

      “How do you know?” Chris asked, shifting his eyes from the camera he held to the elderly Winchester woman. “You don’t have a background in law enforcement, do you?”

      “No, but I could totally be an FBI agent for a living if I wanted to work long hours for crap pay and boss people around for no good reason,” Tillie replied. “I’ve been around enough investigations since Landon came into our lives to recognize that this is a body dump, not a killing ground.”

      “But why would a hominid-like creature kill a person in one area and move the body someplace else?”

      Tillie stared at Chris as if he’d suddenly sprouted another head. “What’s a hominid-like creature? I’m not a bigot, by the way. If Bigfoot is gay and wants to dance the night away, I don’t care, so be careful how you answer.”

      “Hominid,” I automatically corrected. “It means ape-like.”

      “Oh.” Tillie scratched her chin. “Our creatures out here look like walking dogs, not apes.”

      Instantly intrigued, Chris took a hurried step toward Tillie. “Have you seen it?”

      “Sure.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “A mangy dog.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. “You’ve seen this … Dog Man … yourself?”

      “You’d be surprised at the things I’ve seen over the course of my life,” Tillie replied. “The Dog Man is only one of them. I’ve seen the Loch Ness Monster, too. Nessie was over in the Hollow Creek for a visit a good twenty years ago.”

      “The Loch Ness monster?” I swallowed the urge to laugh because I didn’t think it would go over well. “How did it get here?”

      “It swam.”

      “But … it would’ve had to cross land at some point.”

      “And the ocean,” Jack muttered.

      “So what?” Tillie was clearly losing interest in the conversation. Either that or she didn’t like anyone calling her truthfulness into question. “I’ve seen the chupacabra, too.”

      “Here?” For the first time, doubt crossed Chris’ face. “You saw the chupacabra in Michigan?”

      “Michigan is a perfectly nice state,” Tillie replied. “Even chupacabras like to visit. But all of that has nothing to do with the fact that Penny Schilling wasn’t killed here. She was killed someplace else. And I don’t think the Dog Man did it.”

      “Who do you think did it?” Jack asked, genuinely curious.

      “Most murders are committed by people who know the victim,” Tillie explained. “The motive is generally love … or money … or plain old meanness. Stranger murders are rare. The answers aren’t here. The answers are with the people who knew Penny.”

      “Did you know her?” Something about the way Tillie carried herself made me believe that she did.

      “I knew her mother,” Tillie replied. “She went to school with my girls. They didn’t like one another – which wasn’t uncommon, because my girls are pains in the butt – but I knew the girl to be relatively quiet and easygoing. Penny was younger than Bay, Clove and Thistle, but I saw her around town occasionally even after her mother moved to Bellaire.”

      “What was she like?”

      “Penny?” Tillie shrugged. “She was a quiet girl. I didn’t know her well. I’m not used to quiet girls, because I raised six really loud ones.”

      “How did you end up raising your nieces? What happened to their mother?”

      “She died when they were teenagers. We all lived in the same house before that. I helped raise them from birth.”

      “And your great-nieces?” Jack asked. He appeared to be just as engaged in the conversation as I did. “How did you end up raising them?”

      “Because my nieces picked deadbeats to procreate with, and they needed help raising the little monsters that sprang from their loins,” Tillie replied, causing me to internally cringe at the visual she painted. “I know you think I don’t like the girls – and there are times I want to make each and every one of them eat a pile of dirt – but I would die to protect them.”

      Her vehemence took Jack taken aback, but it made me like her even more.

      “Even Thistle?” Jack asked finally, doubtful.

      “She’s the most like me,” Tillie explained. “It’s normal that she should irritate me most. She’s a good woman with an occasionally evil mind.” Tillie flicked her eyes to the Dandridge, which poked majestically through the trees in the distance. “Clove shouldn’t stay out here. Not until we catch who did this, at least.”

      “We?” Jack arched a confrontational eyebrow. “When did you join the team? You don’t even believe it was Bigfoot.”

      “It wasn’t Bigfoot. I can guarantee that.”

      “We can agree there,” Chris offered. “It was a Sasquatch.”

      Tillie rolled her eyes. “It was a man who was smart enough to at least try to disguise a murder as an animal attack. That rarely works, but … well … he did a good enough job to get you guys out here, didn’t he?”

      “I know you don’t believe, but how do you explain these?” Chris gestured toward the footprints. “A human clearly didn’t make those.”

      “No, probably not,” Aunt Tillie conceded. “At least not the way you think. Footprints can be faked. I should know. I’ve been faking footprints for more than a year to throw ‘The Man’ off the track when I’m harvesting my crops.”

      And back to the gardening. “And just what do you grow?” I asked.

      Jack’s smirk told me he’d already figured out the answer … or at least an approximation of the truth. “She grows a variety of plants, don’t you, Ms. Winchester?”

      Tillie’s smile was genuine when she graced Jack with a grin. “I have varied interests,” she confirmed. “I think I like you.”

      Jack balked. “Like how?”

      “Not in a perverted way.” Tillie made a clucking sound in the back of her throat. “I would like you for one of my younger girls if they weren’t already taken. How do you feel about older women? None of my nieces are linked to men right now – although Terry will eventually be a full-fledged member if I had my way.”

      “Chief Davenport?” I smiled at the picture. “Is he close with your family?”

      “Closer than most.” Tillie bobbed her head. “If you like older women, I think you’d make a good match for Marnie.”

      “I’m going to say thanks … but no thanks,” Jack said, his cheeks turning crimson. “It’s a very nice offer, though.”

      “You remind me of Landon.” Tillie said the words so low that I wondered if she meant to utter them aloud. “He was snarky and standoffish when we first met him, too. You look like him … and you have the same feel. I can tell you’re a good man.”

      “What about me?” Chris asked, his tone needy.

      “You’re a good man who tends to get lost in the clouds,” Tillie replied. “You remind me of Twila, which means you can’t be with her because you’ll spend all of your time lost in the clouds and forget what it’s like to plant your feet on solid earth. Two floaters can’t be together, because someone needs to serve as an anchor.”

      “I … didn’t really consider dating Twila,” Chris said. I could practically see him picturing the redheaded woman with the scattered personality as he wrinkled his nose. “I was only asking what you saw when you looked at me.”

      Tillie’s smile was mischievous. “Trouble.”
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      We met the rest of the group at the Hemlock Cove diner shortly after noon. I spent most of the morning helping Chris search for additional footprints and grilling Tillie Winchester on her family and what it was like living in Hemlock Cove. She answered every question, yet told me very little. She was happy to discuss her great-nieces and the various ways she enjoyed making them pay for personal transgressions, but she revealed very little actionable material.

      Once we hit town she waved us off, saying she would find her own way home before skulking off in the direction of something called The Unicorn Emporium. I had no idea what the store sold, but I doubted Tillie could stir up trouble in a kitschy store. She looked determined as she glared at an elderly woman selling her wares behind the counter, though, and didn’t so much as spare a glance for us before disappearing.

      “Should we be worried?” I asked Jack as we walked toward the diner. “We said she would be safe with us. Now she’s wandering all over town on her own.”

      Jack wasn’t nearly as concerned. “She’s an adult. She’s allowed to do whatever she wants.”

      “I know that. It’s just … what if she gets lost?”

      “She’s lived here her whole life.”

      “How will she get home?”

      “I have a feeling she knows plenty of people who can give her a ride.”

      “What if something happens to her?”

      Jack’s expression softened when he registered my worry. “She’ll be fine. She knows how to handle herself. You saw her in the woods. She kept a keen eye open even when you were grilling her about her background.”

      “I was not grilling her. I wasn’t!” I hated the dubious curve of his eyebrow and huffed out a ragged sigh as he held open the diner door to usher me inside. “I simply find her fascinating.”

      “I’m sure she gets that a lot.” A small smile played at the corner of Jack’s lips. “She seems to enjoy being the center of attention.”

      The diner was half full, which was a relief because we wanted to talk openly. We secured a large table at the center of the dining area. We’d just managed to sit down and peel off our coats when the door opened to allow Landon and the police chief entry.

      “Maybe we can get them to sit with us,” I whispered, drawing Jack’s eyes to the door. “They might share information if we offer them a friendly lunch.”

      Instead of clapping me on the back and telling me it was a great idea, as I expected, Jack’s eyes filled with mirth. “Oh, what a diabolical plan.”

      I pressed my lips together, annoyed. “I only meant … .”

      “I know what you meant,” Jack said, cutting me off. “Charlie, you’re new at this so I’ll forgive the really odd enthusiasm, but they’re either going to share information or keep certain things to themselves. Soup and a sandwich won’t change that.”

      “But … .”

      “I think you have a little crush on Agent Michaels, which is cute, but he’s clearly happy with his blonde. If they want to sit with us they’re more than welcome. We don’t need to go out of our way to invite them.”

      Well, that was a little condescending. “I don’t have a crush on him.”

      “I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

      “It’s no different than the way you look at his girlfriend,” I hissed, expressing myself a little more emphatically than necessary. When I risked a glance at Landon and Chief Davenport I found the FBI agent staring at me. I quickly squared my shoulders and mustered a smile. “Won’t you join us?”

      Jack made a small groaning noise, but matched me smile for smile. “Plenty of room,” he offered.

      Landon glanced around, clearly conflicted, and then nodded. “Sure. That sounds good.”

      “There’s an open seat over here,” Laura offered, winking as she patted an empty chair.

      Landon shoved Chief Davenport in that direction and took the open seat next to Jack, purposely ignoring the one on the other side of me. “What have you guys been doing so far today?”

      “Hanging out with Tillie Winchester,” Jack replied, grinning at the memory. “She’s … funny.”

      “That’s not a word I would use to describe her, but she has her moments,” Landon said dryly. “Did she do anything odd?”

      “Define odd.”

      Landon ran his tongue over his teeth and tilted his head to the side, as if conducting some form of internal debate. “You’d know if she did anything odd. Where is she, by the way?” He glanced around the table. “You didn’t leave her out there, did you?”

      “Of course not,” I sputtered. “She took off when we hit town. She said she would find her own way home.”

      I expected Landon to be upset by the news, but he barely blinked. “Okay.”

      “I told you,” Jack snickered.

      “You’re not worried about her?” I was mildly incensed on Tillie’s behalf. “She’s elderly. What if she forgets where she is and wanders into the woods?”

      Landon snorted, seemingly amused by the question. “She’s only elderly when she wants to put one over on strangers and new acquaintances. She’s fine. Her mind is sharp, and she’ll have no problem getting a ride back to the inn.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because she’s Aunt Tillie,” Landon replied matter-of-factly. “Even the zombie apocalypse couldn’t claim her. She’ll be fine. Bay and Thistle are in town to give her a ride if she needs it. I saw Kenneth’s car at the senior center. That’s probably where she headed.”

      “Who’s Kenneth?” Jack asked.

      “Her boyfriend … sometimes.”

      “She has a boyfriend?” Jack looked as if he would fall over when he let loose with a hearty guffaw. “That guy must be a glutton for punishment.”

      “You have no idea.” Landon smiled at the waitress as she approached. “I’ll have my usual.”

      “Got it.” The waitress turned to Chief Davenport. “You, too?”

      “That’s good.” The chief looked to be in a serious discussion with Bernard, the two of them getting along well, but Landon appeared uncomfortable in what should’ve been an easygoing setting.

      I waited until all of the orders were placed to fix my full attention on him. “What did you guys find out today?”

      “We spent the morning at the medical examiner’s office,” Landon replied, toying with his crinkled straw wrapper. “There are some abnormalities that he’s having trouble explaining.”

      Chris visibly perked up. “Abnormalities?”

      Landon nodded. “It looks as if the injuries to Penny’s throat were inflicted after her death, as we suspected.”

      “That would indicate a human did the deed,” Jack noted.

      Landon nodded in agreement. “There was, however, animal DNA in the wound that the doctor can’t quite pinpoint. It’s all mixed up – like perhaps it was multiple animals – so they’re running additional tests.”

      Jack’s eyebrows shot up his forehead as Chris excitedly slapped the table.

      “Are you serious?” Chris almost knocked over his chair he was so worked up. “Can we have a sample of the DNA?”

      Landon remained dubious and calm. “You’ll have to talk to the medical examiner about that.”

      “I’ll head over there after lunch,” Hannah offered. She looked almost as excited as Chris did. I realized I liked her. Er, well, I liked what I knew of her. She seemed sweet, kind and smart. She was also oblivious to her looks, which made the fact that she was so beautiful easier to swallow.

      “How will you approaching the investigation?” Laura asked Landon, her eyes predatory as they roamed the strong planes of his face.

      “We’re heading to the resort this afternoon,” Landon replied. “We’re not focusing on any suspect or scenario at present. The medical examiner couldn’t identify the DNA, so we have to wait for another test to get some actionable results. That means we’re tackling the investigation as we would any other.”

      That was an odd way of putting it. I opened my mouth to ask a follow-up question, but was momentarily distracted by movement in front of the diner’s big window. Tillie Winchester scurried past, moving faster than I would’ve thought possible given her age, while casting a worried glance over her shoulder. The movement wasn’t lost on Landon.

      “What is she doing?” Jack asked, concerned. “Should we help her?”

      Landon remained seated when he saw another senior citizen – I was fairly certain it was the woman from the unicorn store – racing in the same direction. “She’s fine.”

      “Who is that?” Millie asked, her eyes widening. “I don’t like the looks of her.”

      Landon and the chief snorted in unison.

      “That’s Margaret Little,” Chief Davenport supplied. “She and Tillie are … lifetime enemies.”

      “Mortal enemies,” Landon corrected. “They’re fine. Mrs. Little won’t catch Aunt Tillie. She never does.”

      “But aren’t you worried one of them will have a heart attack?” Bernard asked. “I know I’m no spring chicken, but that’s a lot of effort for ladies of advanced age to be expending.”

      “Oh, please use that ‘ladies of advanced age’ line on Aunt Tillie when you see her at the inn later,” Landon pleaded, amused. “They’re fine. At least no one has a chainsaw this time.”

      Chris’ eyes widened to comical proportions. “A chainsaw?”

      “Nothing is worse than the time Tillie decided she was going to make fireworks and turn Margaret’s store into the Fourth of July,” the chief explained. “But Landon is right, Tillie is fine.”

      As if on cue, Tillie appeared in front of the window again. She wasn’t alone. She had a clearly complaining Thistle trailing behind her. I couldn’t hear what the teal-haired woman said, but she obviously wasn’t happy.

      “See.” Landon bobbed his head. “Reinforcements have arrived.”

      “I thought they hated each other,” Laura challenged, staring at the two women as they disappeared back in the direction of The Unicorn Emporium.

      “Tillie says she doesn’t hate Thistle, only dislikes her most of the time,” I offered.

      “She loves Thistle,” Landon corrected. “Thistle makes it hard to like her a lot of time. Aunt Tillie and Thistle like to … um … play games, if you will. They both have evil minds.”

      “But good hearts?” I asked hopefully.

      Landon shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      As if she heard him through several feet of brick and glass, Thistle popped up in front of the window a second time and glared into the diner. Landon shifted uncomfortably when her eyes found his.

      “Criminy! What are they even doing out there?”

      “They’re fine,” Chief Davenport admonished. “If you spent as much time in town as I do you’d be used to this. It happens about three times a week.”

      That’s when Bay, her blond hair shining in the sun, joined the small group. She screwed up her face in concentration as Thistle said something to her. Bay’s mouth dropped open and she glanced over her shoulder, clearly barking something at someone standing just out of sight.

      “Who is she talking to?” Bernard asked.

      “I don’t know,” Hannah answered, but it’s like a television show on mute.”

      “Like a soap opera, to be more exact,” Landon grumbled, pushing himself to his feet. “I’ll handle this.”

      “Yes, you should truly terrify them when you punish Bay with kisses,” the chief drawled. “Don’t do that, by the way. You know I don’t like it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Landon waved off his admonition. “She’s still eight with pigtails to you.”

      “And overalls … and a stuffed dog … and ice cream on her face.”

      Landon smirked. “She had ice cream on her face last night.”

      “And a stuffed dog,” the chief said, wagging a finger. “I saw how much you ate and drank. You were stuffed.”

      “Why are we even having this argument?” Landon complained, moving toward the door. “They’re clearly up to something. I’ll put a stop to it.”

      Chief Davenport rolled his eyes and shifted on his chair so he could watch. Whether he forgot we were present or simply didn’t care, he talked to himself as he watched the scene play out. “Oh, he’ll put a stop to it. Those women will ride roughshod over him. They always do.”

      I watched the chief’s eyes light up when Bay and Thistle appeared in front of the window again. They clearly didn’t see Landon closing on them, because they remained focused on Tillie, each grabbing an arm and dragging her along the sidewalk as they tried to cajole her into making the trek easier.

      Bay, her mouth open, made an odd face when she smacked into Landon. She jerked her head around, smiling when she saw the new player. She said something to Landon, who responded with a headshake.

      “It’s like the best television show ever,” Laura said. “That guy is so hot.”

      Chief Davenport darted a dark look in her direction. “He’s also taken.”

      Laura didn’t appear annoyed by the words, or the tone he employed. “For now.”

      “Forever,” he corrected. “I don’t know why I’m even worrying about you. You’re no threat to Bay.”

      Laura snorted. “Honey, I’m a threat to everyone.”

      “And that’s why you’re a threat to no one,” the chief corrected, shaking his head. I couldn’t help but enjoy the way he dressed down Laura. I barely knew the woman and could barely tolerate her. Apparently I wasn’t alone in my assessment of her personality. “You think so much of yourself you can’t see the truth.”

      Laura rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Let me watch the hot FBI guy in peace.”

      I tore my gaze from Laura’s determined stare and cracked a smile when Landon finally gave in to whatever Bay asked him to do. He grabbed Tillie around the waist, hoisted her over his shoulder and turned to walk down the sidewalk. Thistle and Bay scampered after him, their mouths moving rapidly.

      “Where is he taking her?” Jack asked.

      “Hypnotic. That’s the store Clove and Thistle own,” the chief replied. “They’re probably trying to get her off the street.”

      “Oh, the cute magic store?” I asked, my interest piqued. “I saw it when we hit town. I want to stop there before we leave.”

      “It’s a nice place,” Chief Davenport said, shifting in the chair and smiling as the waitress delivered his lunch. “You might want to add a bowl of chili and a grilled cheese on cracked wheat, if you have time. Landon is rounding up Bay for lunch.”

      “You don’t know that,” Laura challenged. “He didn’t say he was bringing her back.”

      Landon picked that moment to reappear in the doorway, Bay’s hand wrapped in his. He looked serious as he spoke to her. Tillie and Thistle were nowhere in sight.

      “I think he’s right, though,” I pointed out, smiling as Laura’s scowl became more pronounced.

      “Of course I’m right,” the chief grumbled. “I could set my watch by Landon’s moods where Bay is concerned. You have no chance, honey.” He emphasized the last word in a derogatory manner before lowering his voice. “You try to hurt her, and we’ll have words.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing at the murderous look on Laura’s face, and shifted my eyes to the door as Landon and Bay entered. It appeared they weren’t quite done arguing.

      “I’m only saying that it’s not my fault,” Bay whined.

      “I didn’t say it was your fault,” Landon countered. “But you’re coming with us to the resort this afternoon to make sure nothing else happens that can be misconstrued as your fault.”

      “You can’t make me go with you,” Bay argued.

      Landon rolled his neck. “Bay … .”

      “I will gladly offer my services to the FBI if you ask nicely, though,” Bay teased, grinning at Chief Davenport as she passed.

      “You’ll be the death of me,” Landon muttered, reclaiming his chair. “Order some lunch. You haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

      “I ordered a grilled cheese and chili for her,” the chief supplied.

      “Oh, such a good provider.” Bay beamed. “You have to ask me nicely, Landon. You’re not the boss of me.”

      “Fine,” Landon growled. “Will you please come to the resort with me?”

      Bay grinned and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Yes.”

      Landon looked as if he wanted to remain stoic and angry, but his grimace flipped upside down as he handed Bay the pickle from his plate. “You’re a lot of work.”

      “I know.”

      The small interaction made my heart flip when I saw how comfortable they were with each other. I didn’t realize I wanted that … wanted the peace of someone understanding everything about me … until I saw the real thing in action. I didn’t get a chance to ponder the realization for long before Jack leaned in.

      “I think we should schedule our own visit to that resort,” he whispered. “Are you game?”

      I nodded, sobering. “I think that’s a good idea. We have to start somewhere.”
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      Because he was much more interested in the possibility of seeing Bigfoot – or Sasquatch, whatever – Chris took Hannah, Bernard and Laura back to the site. That left Jack, Millie and me to head to the resort. Jack plugged the resort’s coordinates into the GPS and headed in that direction.

      The resort was beautiful. I couldn’t tear my gaze from the quaint shopping village on one side and the majestic hills on the other. A full landscaping team was working on the smaller hills we drove past, but it was too soon to tell what they would look like when finished.

      “What’s the deal with the big hill?” Millie asked, leaning forward in the passenger seat.

      “Landon said this was a ski resort in the winter,” I replied. “That looks like a tow rope to the right and a chair lift down that way on the left. I’ll bet those hills are ski slopes in the winter.”

      “What are they now?”

      “Empty,” Jack answered, pulling into a parking spot.

      Everyone hopped out of the Tahoe and studied the resort. It wasn’t busy because it was between seasons, but it was obvious where the main door was thanks to a big sign over the glass entryway. What I didn’t understand were the two buildings across the parking lot. They were both large and well-kept, but they stood alone compared to the rest of the resort.

      “What do you think those are?”

      “That’s where the golf course is,” Jack replied. “That building there is the cart shed. The other is the pro shop and what looks to be a small restaurant.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “Because I golf.” Jack’s answer was succinct. He turned from the empty buildings and focused on the bigger one. “This is the main hotel. I think the dining room is that way.”

      “So we should go that way?” Millie asked.

      “That’s the direction I believe Landon, Terry and Bay headed,” Jack replied. “I think we should try going in a different door.”

      “You don’t want them to know we’re here?” I couldn’t contain my surprise. “Why not? We’re not doing anything wrong.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want them to know we’re here,” Jack clarified. “I simply prefer they didn’t know we were stepping on their toes.”

      “How is that different?”

      Jack shrugged. “It makes me feel better. Come on. Let’s go in through the loading dock.”

      Loading dock? I was confused until I followed Jack around a corner, through a set of wide delivery doors that opened and closed for large trucks, and realized he wasn’t referring to anything that could be mistaken for a port. He was referring to the place where the resort’s delivery trucks pulled in for unloading.

      “How did you know this was here?” I asked, flipping my eyes to the large wooden doors that cut off the area to guests when the dock wasn’t in use. Thankfully for us it appeared that a food delivery was on tap for the afternoon so they weren’t locked.

      “I worked at a resort weekends when I was in high school,” Jack replied. “I was a bellhop.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at the unintended visual. “Did you wear a uniform?”

      Jack nodded, unembarrassed. “It was good money. If you think you’re going to tease me, you can’t. I have fond memories of that place. That’s where I learned the necessity of a good work ethic.”

      “I wasn’t going to tease you.”

      Jack cocked a dubious brow.

      “Much,” I clarified. “I wasn’t going to tease you much. I just can’t picture you in a uniform. You seem like you’ve always been a jeans and T-shirt kind of a guy.”

      “I have, but I have no problem with a uniform if it involves making money.” Jack held open the door that led inside the building, opting to eschew the area where several men toiled unpacking the truck.

      Once inside it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim room. “What’s with the office over there?” I asked, pointing toward a small corner room that featured multiple glass windows looking out on the dock.”

      “My guess is that’s the purchasing agent’s office,” Jack replied, running a restless hand through his hair as he got his bearings. “He has to sign for every delivery and check to make sure everything arrived, so he has to be close.”

      I stared into the office, focusing on the man behind the glass. He didn’t glance in our direction, seemingly busy with whatever paperwork he studied. “Why isn’t he trying to chase us out of here?”

      “Because he probably doesn’t care,” Jack answered, pressing his hand to the small of my back and prodding me forward. “He’s not who we’re looking for. We need younger workers who are too stupid to realize that talking about co-workers out of school is a bad idea.”

      “So … under thirty?”

      “Under twenty-five if possible. I … .”

      “I found something I want to check out,” Millie announced, staring down a hallway that led to what looked to be storage rooms. I could see two shirtless men unloading boxes, and Millie appeared focused on them. “I’ll catch up with you in a little bit.”

      Jack looked annoyed by the announcement. “Millie, they’re not who we’re looking for.”

      “They’re exactly who I’m looking for,” Millie shot back. “Don’t leave without me.”

      “Like I would do that,” Jack muttered, shaking his head as he walked toward a set of doors that led to a different hallway. “Women give me a headache.”

      I pursed my lips as I followed him. “Just women? That’s kind of sexist.”

      “Maybe I’m a sexist individual. Have you ever considered that?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “Since the moment I met you. You’re not overtly sexist, though. It’s more that your machismo won’t allow you to do anything that would endanger women. You feel you need to protect everyone, but especially women.”

      Jack’s mouth dropped open as he walked through the door with me. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I like observing people, and you’re easy to read. It wasn’t meant as an insult.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck as he locked gazes with me. “I like observing people, too. You know how you’re convinced the Winchesters are hiding something from us?”

      I nodded. I remained convinced of that. It became more obvious with each conversation.

      “Well, you’re hiding something, too,” Jack announced, causing my heart to stutter. “I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if it’s something big, but it’s big to you. That could be because of your age or enthusiasm … but you’re definitely hiding something. Now, I don’t care about it as long as it doesn’t put my team in danger. But I know you’re hiding something, and I want you to know that you’re not fooling me.”

      My instinct was to balk, so that’s what I did. “What do you think I’m hiding?”

      “I don’t know,” Jack admitted, his dark eyes searching my face. “You’re not a normal girl, though. I know that.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I swooped past him, adding a little swing to my step as my mind worked overtime. He couldn’t possibly know the big secret. He wasn’t prone to believing paranormal tales. He worked for a group of people who sought out paranormal answers, yet he didn’t believe in any of it. Whatever he thought I was hiding was of the mundane human variety. That was good for me … probably. I would have to be more careful. “Where do you want to start?”

      Jack’s face was impassive as he waited for me to turn and stare at him. Something unsaid passed between us – although what it was I couldn’t say – and then he inclined his chin in the direction of two women standing beside the women’s bathroom. They were dressed in maid uniforms. “Maids love to gossip.”

      “I think that was code for ‘women love to gossip,’” I corrected. “You’re probably not wrong about this duo, though. They look like chatters.”

      “Let me do the talking,” Jack instructed, swaggering in their direction.

      “Why? Because you’re a man?”

      “No, because they’ve been watching me since they caught sight of us,” Jack replied, keeping his voice low. “Much like Laura, they fancy themselves man-eaters. They’re not hard to read.”

      Jack plastered a bright smile on his face as he approached the women. I was mildly curious about what tack he would take with them. I was utterly surprised when he opted for the truth.

      “My name is Jack Hanson,” he announced. “I’m conducting an investigation into a woman who died in the woods near Hemlock Cove. Her name was Penny Schilling and she worked here. Did either of you know her?”

      The two women exchanged a quick look and then the bolder of the two – a bottle-blonde who wore way too much makeup – stepped forward. “We both know her. Or, well, knew her. We heard the rumor about her dying when we got here this morning. Is it true?”

      Jack nodded. “It’s true. She was found in the woods.”

      “Is it true an animal ate her?”

      Jack shifted a bit, as he debated how to answer. “My understanding is that the police are still trying to ascertain that,” he hedged.

      “Aren’t you the police?”

      Jack shook his head. “I’m with a private investigation group. We’re looking for answers, and I’m hoping you can help us.”

      I had to hand it to him. He knew how to question people. He flashed a flirty smile to charm the women and didn’t outright lie. He didn’t mention we were with the Legacy Foundation – which might’ve caused them to think we were quacks – but he didn’t open himself up to future issues by telling outright falsehoods either. His method was almost flawless.

      “Who is she?” the second woman asked, nodding in my direction.

      “She’s my assistant,” Jack replied without hesitation. “Her name is Charlie Rhodes. She’s learning on the job. What can I call you?”

      The first woman heaved a sigh and glanced at her friend, both of them nodding in unison. “I’m Christy Sayre and this is Kelly Nichols. What do you want to know?”

      

      THE WOMEN were a fountain of information – just as Jack suspected and I initially doubted. While I expected them to know a little gossip, and a lot of unsubstantiated rumors, they appeared to know everything about everyone who worked at the resort.

      “It’s pretty simple,” Christy supplied, popping the top of a can of Coke as she sat in a small resting area in front of a fire. “Penny was a nice woman who did a good job in the main dining room, but she was a total slut.”

      My mouth dropped open at the woman’s bluntness. “How do you know that?”

      “It was common knowledge,” Kelly replied. She was much chattier now that everyone had been introduced, although her keen eyes never left Jack’s face. She wasn’t even mildly interested in me. “She slept with everyone.”

      “Define everyone,” Jack prodded.

      “Well, for starters, she slept with the head of purchasing,” Christy volunteered. “His name is Shane Norman. He’s the guy who works in the glass office on the dock.”

      The guy I saw through the window, I realized. “The one with the bald spot?”

      Kelly nodded. “He’s not much to look at, but he’s one of the better paid administration people around these parts. He’s fairly popular because he keeps to himself and doesn’t bug anyone.”

      “How old is he, though?” I asked. I knew the question sounded judgmental, but I couldn’t help myself. Penny Schilling was twenty-four and in the prime of her life. The guy I saw through the window had to be in his fifties.

      “I think he’s forty or something,” Christy answered.

      “Forty?” That couldn’t be right.

      “He doesn’t get a lot of exercise and he eats terrible food,” Kelly explained. “He looks older than he is. I thought he was close to dying, too. Maybe he’s like forty-five or something. Who can really tell when people get that old?”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t think he was close to dying,” I clarified. “I just thought he was older than forty.”

      “How do you know that Penny and Shane were involved?” Jack asked, directing the conversation back to something he was comfortable talking about.

      “People saw them having sex through that big window,” Kelly said. “It has blinds, but apparently Penny was all pressed up against it. She left sweat stains on the blinds. The gossip spread like wildfire.”

      “Okay.” Jack dragged out the word as he considered the scene. “That’s only one man, though. What you told me makes her adventurous. What makes her a slut?”

      “Shane wasn’t her only boyfriend,” Christy answered without hesitation. “She was also sleeping with the head bartender. His name is Bob Grimes and he’s married. But it’s not as big of a scandal as you think. His wife works here, too. Bob sleeps with everyone who looks in his direction. He’s a male slut, so they kind of meshed well together.”

      “Delightful,” Jack intoned, exchanging a quick glance with me. “Was it just the two of them?”

      “You mean doing it?” The expression on Christy’s face reflected bafflement. “I don’t think they ever all did it together.”

      “Not that.” Jack tugged on his patience as he forced his smile to remain serene. “Did Penny have relations with anyone else?”

      “Oh, that.” Christy nodded. “Just one more that I heard of, but I’m not sure if that’s really the end of the list. She seemed determined to snag her a man, so I think she was spreading herself thin trying to find one. She didn’t even care that all of the guys she was sleeping with were friends in high school.”

      “Why was she so determined to catch a man?” I asked, knitting my eyebrows when she mentioned all of the men being old friends. That seemed a bit … incestuous, at least in a small town way.

      “Because she needed one to take care of her.” Christy acted as if I had asked a stupid question.

      “But … .”

      Jack sent me an imperceptible headshake before returning his attention to our new friends. “Who else was Penny dating?”

      “Jim Green,” Kelly supplied. “He’s the head of security.”

      “Here?”

      Kelly nodded.

      “So you’re telling me that Penny dated three men from this resort and they all had limited power,” Jack mused, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “They all used to be friends, too,” I reminded him. I couldn’t let go of that part of the story. It seemed to make things somehow more sick and twisted.

      “That’s him over there,” Kelly noted, pointing to a man in an expensive suit standing by a set of bay windows on the other side of the sitting area.

      “He’s probably trying to figure out who we are,” Jack mused, looking the man up and down. Jim Green had slicked-back hair and something of an oily demeanor. You could tell from forty feet away that he thought he was more important than the rest of the workers he conversed with as they passed by.

      “Why was she so obsessed with dating men at this resort?” I asked, remembering we were in the middle of an interrogation.

      “Look around,” Christy prompted. “The only people in this area who have money are the guests at the resort or the people who make decent money at the resort. If you want a comfortable life, you don’t have many options.”

      Jack nodded. “In your opinion – and I swear I’ll keep this to myself, so don’t worry about that – would any of Penny’s boyfriends had the drive to kill her if he found out she was cheating on him?”

      Christy shrugged, seemingly unbothered by the question. “They all seem pretty lame, but you never know. Like we said, they’re all friends. If we knew about Penny sleeping with all of them, odds are they knew, too. You just never know what people think and feel about each other if they’re determined to hide their feelings.”

      “No, you never know,” Jack agreed, forcing his smile back in place. “Thank you so much for your time, ladies. You’ve been a big help. You’ll never know how much.”

      

      I WAITED until we were back on the loading dock – Jim Green keeping an eye on us and making me uncomfortable until we disappeared down the employee hallway – to voice the obvious question.

      “What do you think this means?”

      “I think it means that three men had motive to kill Penny and it’s a lot more believable that it was one of them rather than Bigfoot.”

      “Sasquatch,” I automatically corrected.

      Jack wrinkled his nose. “Whatever. We need to keep asking around, maybe even talk to these men. One of them has to be the guilty party.”

      “That makes sense in theory,” I admitted. “It’s just … whoever killed her had to think fast on his feet to get her out in the woods and fake a monster attack. Do you really think anyone working at a resort for a living would have the fortitude to do that?”

      “That depends on if the murder was planned beforehand or heat of the moment,” Jack answered, not missing a beat. “If it was planned, everything might’ve been in place long before Penny died.”

      “I hadn’t even considered that,” I admitted. “If it was planned, that means one of Penny’s boyfriends could’ve found out about the others and plotted against her.”

      “I think that’s the best scenario for us to work with. Come on. Let’s see what else we can find out … and where is Millie? If she’s naked with one of those guys I’m going to lose it.”

      That sounded like it had the potential to be fun – at least for me.
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      We managed to get out of the resort without Landon, Terry and Bay seeing us. I did see Bay, though. She stood at a set of large windows, frowning out at the heavily wooded area that surrounded the resort’s far west side. She seemed lost in thought, almost as if she was looking at something only she could see. Landon moved up behind her, slipping his arm around her waist and whispering something to her. She smiled, nodded, and then they disappeared toward the lobby.

      The sight of them was enough to spur Jack to movement. He insisted it was time to go. I balked, thinking he meant to leave Millie, but she was prowling the loading dock when we found her. She waited until we were in the Tahoe to speak.

      “Apparently Penny Schilling slept with anything that moved – and maybe even a few things that didn’t.”

      Jack arched an eyebrow as he navigated the road that led away from the resort. “We found that out, too. She apparently had three boyfriends.”

      “She had three older men she was trying to make boyfriends out of,” Millie clarified. “She wasn’t picky when she wanted a night of fun … and apparently the younger demographic at this place likes to have a lot of fun.”

      Jack was flummoxed. “What is that supposed to mean? Are you saying they have orgies and stuff?”

      Millie snorted, amused. “You’ve got a dirty mind, boy. I like it.”

      “I didn’t say I was a fan of orgies.”

      “I am.” Millie made the announcement with a sparkle in her eyes and a smirk curling her lips. She clearly liked messing with Jack, and surprisingly enough, he wasn’t opposed to her antics. “They don’t have orgies, though. What they do have is outdoor parties where the younger crowd groups together to drink before separating for a little one-on-one action, if you know what I mean.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      “I think everyone knows what you mean,” I said dryly, but intrigued. “Do you know where they have these parties?”

      “They jump around,” Millie explained. “In the winter, they use some of the vacant big rooms in the conference section of the resort. When it gets warmer – in the spring and late fall – they use the cart barn. I had to ask what that was. Apparently it’s where they keep the golf carts during inclement weather.”

      “Yeah, I pointed that building out when we first arrived,” Jack noted.

      “I was barely listening because I found the conversation was boring,” Millie said. “In the later spring and summer, as soon as it’s warm enough, they move the party outside. Apparently there’s a lot of property up that way … .” She waved vaguely as we passed a private road with an automated gate. “They go up there quite a bit.”

      “How do they get past the security system?” Jack asked, eyeing the locked gate.

      “They know the ambulance codes.”

      “Ah, well, that makes sense.” Jack was thoughtful. “Where are they partying up there?”

      “My understanding is that their favorite spot is the eighteenth green of the golf course,” Millie replied. “It’s accessed through a short trail. Nobody ever busts them out there because the cops can only go past the gate if there’s an emergency. Also, the head of security apparently knows and doesn’t care as long as they don’t tear anything up. He’s even joined them a time or two.”

      “What about homeowners in that area?” Jack pressed. “Wouldn’t they call the cops if they heard something?”

      “I guess that’s the only part of the golf course that doesn’t have condos looking out over it,” Millie replied. “The kids explained it to me. The course starts by the cart barn thing and then winds all the way around, ending behind that gate.”

      “Well, you never have to worry about young people not being able to find a place to party,” Jack mused. “What did they say about Penny?”

      “Just that she wasn’t the discriminating sort and slept her way through half the bellboy staff, the entire maintenance staff and some of the kitchen staff. She was looking forward to greeting the seasonal summer staff in a few weeks.”

      Jack exchanged a quick look with me in the rearview mirror. “I feel kind of ashamed we only stumbled over the three older men while we were questioning people.”

      “According to the guys unloading that truck – who were very hot and sweaty, by the way – Penny was focused on those men above all else,” Millie said. “I wrote their names down.”

      “Shane Norman, Bob Grimes and Jim Green?”

      “Those would be the ones.” Millie shot Jack a gaze full of grudging respect. “You have a good memory.”

      “Yes, well, I wrote down their names, too, so it’s not exactly as if I’m magic,” Jack teased.

      I remained mostly silent in the back seat, something bothering me. “If Penny was really sleeping with all of those men, odds are that a human killed her because of jealousy.” I meant to think the sentence instead of utter it, but my mouth often gets ahead of me.

      “I think a human did kill her,” Jack said, his eyes cloudy. “Does that bother you?”

      “Well, I would be lying if I said it wouldn’t be more interesting if Bigfoot killed her,” I admitted. “It’s just … we’re here for the paranormal angle. Will we leave because it’s clear a human probably killed her?”

      “No.” Jack shook his dark head. “Right now we believe a human killed her, but have no idea who did the deed. Unfortunately the suspect list is bound to be massive. We cannot rule out anything until we find her murderer.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that Chris will continue doing what he does until the cops tell him otherwise,” Millie replied, a fond smile curving her lips. “He’s a good boy – I’ve loved him his entire life – but he gets tunnel vision. He’s so desperate for it to be an undiscovered beast that he’ll refuse to see the truth until he has no other choice.”

      “Will we tell him what we’ve found?” I was still unsure how the group worked.

      Jack nodded. “I’ll tell him. He’ll immediately tell me that just because she had multiple boyfriends doesn’t mean Bigfoot isn’t the culprit. I’ll argue that the odds aren’t good for his scenario. Then we’ll agree to keep working until the truth comes out.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” I scratched my cheek as I leaned my temple against the window. “I want to do some research on this area. I’m curious about the Dog Man stories.”

      “And I want to pull up a map of the resort and run a search on the men from the resort,” Jack said. “I’m thinking we can probably do both at the library.”

      I knew he was right, but still … . “I want to check the newspaper archives, too. They might have old stories about Dog Man sightings in the area.”

      Jack’s eyes were filled with curiosity when I met them in the mirror. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Jack seemed conflicted. He shook his head more decisively. “If you want to go to the newspaper office, I don’t see why you can’t.”

      “Thanks so much for your permission, Dad,” I said dryly.

      “No problem.” Jack forced a wan smile. “Next stop Hemlock Cove. Let’s see what we can come up with, shall we?”

      

      I GRABBED a coffee from the bakery and sat at a table that overlooked the newspaper office as I waited for Bay to return. A lovely woman named Mrs. Gunderson saw where my attention was focused and offered me a small grin when she circled around to top off my mug.

      “Are you looking for Bay?”

      The question caught me off guard. “I’m hoping to look through her archives, but I believe she’s off with the police chief and an FBI agent.”

      “Landon and Chief Terry?”

      I was used to living in bigger cities, so the fact that everyone knew everyone in Hemlock Cove was something I was still trying to wrap my head around. “Yes. You know them?”

      “I’ve known Terry since he was a boy,” Mrs. Gunderson explained. “Landon is a more recent transplant, but he fits in well. He and Bay are cute together.”

      “Do you know Bay well?” I figured it was risky to ask questions about the Winchesters in a town this size, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      “I’ve known Bay since she was a baby,” Mrs. Gunderson acknowledged. “She’s been running around town with her cousins ever since. They were quite the mischief makers as children – Tillie encouraged that so it wasn’t really their fault – but they’ve grown to be wonderful women.”

      “Do you find them … odd?”

      Mrs. Gunderson appeared amused by the question. She glanced around the bakery to make sure everyone was content and then sat in the open chair across from me. “What’s wrong? I was under the impression your group was staying at The Overlook. Are you fighting with the girls? If so, just avoid Thistle. She’s crabby, but has a heart of gold under all of that snark.”

      I wasn’t sure the “heart of gold” comment was accurate, but I could hardly argue the point. “Do you know what my group does?” Gossip was a way of life in small towns, so I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what kind of whispers were being spread about the foundation.

      “You people try to prove whether or not something strange is afoot.”

      Mrs. Gunderson’s response sounded so well-rehearsed I couldn’t help but bark out a laugh. “Kind of. We’re here because my boss believes Bigfoot killed a woman named Penny Schilling. Did you know her?”

      “I didn’t know Penny, but I know her mother.”

      “That’s what Mrs. Winchester said.”

      “You’re talking about Tillie?”

      I nodded. “Do you know Tillie?”

      “We went to school together,” Mrs. Gunderson replied, choosing her words carefully. “There was a time we were very close. We’ve grown apart over the years, but I have a lot of respect for her.”

      “Because she’s odd?”

      “Because she’s loyal,” Mrs. Gunderson corrected. “I understand that from your perspective the Winchesters probably appear … persnickety. That’s simply the way they interact. They love each other terribly, and if something were to happen to one of them they would all fall apart.”

      I didn’t need to know the Winchesters better to figure that out for myself. “They’re hiding something.”

      I don’t know why I said it. Actually, I whispered it, to be more precise. I kept my gaze locked on Mrs. Gunderson’s kind eyes as I said it, gauging her reaction. Instead of balking and saying I was crazy or responding with gossip of her own, she chuckled and patted my hand.

      “Everyone has something they want to hide, my dear.” Mrs. Gunderson’s eyes were contemplative as they locked with mine. “I think even you have secrets you’re loath to share with anyone else.”

      That was definitely true, and still … . “You know what they’re hiding, don’t you?”

      “I know that the Winchesters are extremely loyal individuals and every single one of them is a hard worker,” Mrs. Gunderson replied. “If they have secrets – and everyone does – they’ve earned the right to keep them.”

      “That wasn’t a denial.”

      Mrs. Gunderson heaved a heavy sigh that told me her patience was wearing thin. “Charlotte … that’s your name, right? I believe that’s what I heard.”

      “Charlie. Everyone calls me Charlie.”

      “Charlie, I can see why someone in your unique position would look at the Winchesters and think there’s something to uncover there, but I promise you that you’re wasting your time,” Mrs. Gunderson said. “I’ve known Tillie a long time. She’s always been eccentric. For example, did you know that about six months ago she took to ordering leggings online? Some of them were almost pornographic.”

      I didn’t know that, but the picture in my head was enough to make me smile. “How were they pornographic?”

      “Let’s just say there should be an age limit on leggings and leave it at that,” Mrs. Gunderson suggested, smiling. “When those girls were young, their fathers left. Their mothers wanted a good life for them, so they went to school and learned business so they could turn the old homestead into a bed and breakfast at first and then eventually an inn.”

      “That’s great. What happened to the fathers?”

      “They left town for a bit. Then they showed back up about a year or so ago,” Mrs. Gunderson answered. “They own a competing inn.”

      I widened my eyes, dumbfounded. “Really? Do Thistle, Clove and Bay see their fathers?” For some reason I was fascinated by the gossip.

      “They do, but I wouldn’t say the girls are close with their fathers,” Mrs. Gunderson said. “But they are all close with the man who stepped in and acted as their father for a number of years.”

      “Terry Davenport.” I knew it was the chief without wasting time on an internal debate. I shifted my eyes to the police station when I heard a car door slam and saw Bay, Chief Davenport and Landon exiting a police cruiser. Bay said something that had both men guffawing loudly. The look on the chief’s face when he smiled at her was definitely fatherly. “I should’ve figured that out myself. He was ordering Landon not to do anything dirty with her earlier.”

      “Yes, Landon and Terry have a unique relationship,” Mrs. Gunderson confirmed. “Despite all of that, Terry looks at Landon as a son.”

      “If Bay is his daughter, doesn’t that mean there’s a little incest going on?” I was going for levity, but Mrs. Gunderson didn’t look amused.

      “Only if you have a perverted mind,” she answered, her eyes dark. “I didn’t tell you this because I enjoy gossip. I do, mind you, but this isn’t really gossip. I’m simply telling you that what you see as a secret may well be a complicated relationship. The Winchesters are all about complicated relationships.”

      She had a point. I felt guilty for prying. “I’m sorry for asking about them. It’s just … I can’t help being curious. They’re all so colorful.”

      Mrs. Gunderson chuckled. “They’re definitely colorful.”

      “Earlier today Thistle and Bay practically wrestled Tillie down on the sidewalk because she was going after some woman named Mrs. Little. It was like watching a television show.”

      Mrs. Gunderson’s smile was bright enough to light the entire bakery. “Yes, well, they should’ve let Tillie do whatever she wanted to that harlot.”

      I tried to swallow my smile … and failed. It seemed Mrs. Gunderson had a few secrets of her own, and hating Margaret Little was one of them. “I’m sorry for being gossipy. I just can’t seem to wrap my head around this town.”

      “It takes some getting used to.” Mrs. Gunderson got to her feet. “Don’t assume the Winchesters are hiding something big. They thrive on fighting about small things, too.”

      “I’ve noticed that.” Impulsively I reached out and gripped Mrs. Gunderson’s free hand. “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Gunderson opened her mouth to respond and then snapped it shut when I gasped. My senses kicked into overdrive as a series of visions filled my head. Then I heard the screaming – oh, it was terrible! – and I fought to remain conscious as the scenes sped through my brain like a movie playing on fast-forward.

      I saw Bay fall in a hole and Landon scream for her. I saw Mrs. Gunderson crying as she talked to Tillie. I saw Landon’s terrified face as he tried to protect Bay with his body from … something I couldn’t quite identify. I saw a terrible white mist congealing into the form of a man and advancing on Bay.

      All the while I heard screaming … and then it was replaced with something else.

      I’m coming for you, Floyd!

      I jerked my hand back, my heart hammering as my fingers shook. Mrs. Gunderson’s face flooded with concern as she leaned closer. She clearly hadn’t seen the images in my head, but she’d lived through at least some of them.

      “Are you okay?”

      I struggled to find my tongue, and when I did, my voice cracked as I responded. “I’m fine. Thank you. I should probably get over to the newspaper so I can go through those archives.”

      “Yes … well … are you sure you’re okay?” Mrs. Gunderson didn’t look convinced.

      “I’m fine,” I forced out, my stomach twisting. “I just drank too much caffeine today. I’m feeling a little jittery.”

      I often felt jittery after being overwhelmed by a vision. This vision, though, was more powerful than any other. I wasn’t expecting it either. I didn’t seek it out. It came to me at a time when my mind and heart were open.

      What the heck is going on in Hemlock Cove?
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      Bay didn’t seem surprised to see me when I walked through the front door of the newspaper office, which appeared to be empty save for her.

      “I was hoping to go through the archives if it’s not a bother,” I said sheepishly. “We want to see if you ever ran anything about animal attacks in the past, maybe see if we can find common locations, things like that.”

      “That makes sense.” Bay’s smile was light and airy as she gestured for me to follow her down a short hallway. “You’ll find that we don’t have archives like newspapers in big cities do, which is both a blessing and a curse depending on which way you look at things.” She pointed to a row of file cabinets against the far wall. “Help yourself. I just ask that you file everything back the way it was when you’re done.”

      The tall file cabinets looked daunting but I was determined to make an effort. “Thank you so much.”

      “No problem.” Bay turned to leave before I could question her further – which is what I really wanted – but I hurriedly grabbed her hand, hoping to have another psychic flash like the one I experienced in the bakery. It worked, but not in the way I expected.

      I blinked rapidly, a series of frantic pictures shifting through my brain. I saw a small blond girl bullied by a dark-haired girl and then the same blonde laughing with two other girls who were clearly Thistle and Clove. The final image was of a blond girl, this time lonely as she stood in the center of a cemetery. She seemed upset, even a little lost, and then Terry Davenport wandered up to her and they began chatting. There was nothing else. No danger … or fear … or terrible screams.

      I released Bay’s hand, forcing a smile and hoping she didn’t realize I’d been trying to invade her mind. My psychic flashes were hard to control. I’d been hoping to see more about the white mist monster I saw the brief flash of when I touched Mrs. Gunderson’s hand. It wasn’t there, though.

      “I want to thank you for your hospitality,” I offered, hoping I sounded sincere. “Your family has been wonderful to us.”

      I couldn’t be sure, but I was almost positive I saw something flash in the depths of Bay’s eyes. It was recognition, but it was gone before I could spend too much time focusing on it.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Bay said, her tone cheery. “I understand that you have a job to do. It’s not an easy one given what you’re investigating. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      “You, too.”

      

      I SPENT hours going through the archives and came up with only a handful of articles even remotely interesting. When it was time to leave, Bay offered me a ride with her and Landon – which I initially declined and said I would call a cab to get back to the inn because I was desperate not to inconvenience her. She laughed and pointed out Hemlock Cove didn’t have cabs, so my only choice was to track down Jack for a ride or go with her. I opted to go with her.

      “Landon is picking us up in the parking lot,” Bay offered, locking the door and causing me to cock an eyebrow. “Is something wrong? Did you forget something?”

      “No, it’s just … isn’t someone else in there?”

      Bay shook her head. “It was just us all afternoon. No one else was in the building.”

      “I swear I thought I heard you talking to someone.”

      “No.”

      “You called her Viola.”

      This time I was positive that the expression flitting across Bay’s face was something to worry about. She looked both pensive and curious. “I was on the phone briefly with Clove,” she said, and I got the distinct impression she was making it up as she went along. “That’s probably what you heard.”

      “Probably.” I didn’t believe that for a second, but I could hardly call her a liar.

      Bay hurried down the steps and headed straight for Landon’s Ford Explorer. He hopped out of the vehicle when he saw me, curious, but he went straight to Bay and offered her a hug. “Charlie went through our archives all afternoon,” Bay offered. “She was looking for stories on animal attacks.”

      “That sounds like a boring way to spend an afternoon,” Landon noted.

      “We’re giving her a ride back to the inn,” Bay added.

      “That’s fine.” Landon opened the back door of the Explorer for me and gestured. “Climb in.”

      I immediately reached for the seatbelt when settled, taking a moment to watch Bay and Landon through the window. They didn’t speak, but they said a lot with their expressions. Landon’s jaw was tight when he leaned forward to press a kiss to Bay’s mouth, something unspoken passing between them. They were both friendly and calm when they climbed into the Explorer.

      “Did you find anything in the archives?” Landon asked, firing up the vehicle and directing it toward the main road.

      “I found a few stories of wild bear attacks and some others where people claimed to see the Dog Man,” I replied. They seemed relaxed, Landon using his right hand to hold Bay’s left, rubbing idle circles on top of her knuckles. I could sense a bit of unease between them, although it wasn’t overwhelming. “There was nothing in there to explain the most recent attack, though.”

      Landon appeared surprised by the statement. “Did you think there would be?”

      I shrugged. “Legends survive through decades – centuries even – for a reason,” I answered. “Don’t you ever wonder how some legends start? For example, I was going through the archives and at first I didn’t see anything about the Dog Man or similar creatures, but there was plenty about witches.”

      “Witches, huh?” Landon kept his eyes facing forward. “What did it say about witches?”

      “Just that there was supposedly a coven around these parts and that people believe some lines still survive today. Of course, that article was written by someone named Edith in the sixties, so you have to take that with a grain of salt. That was a long time ago.”

      “That’s the legend Hemlock Cove was founded on,” Bay said softly.

      “I … oh. That hadn’t even occurred to me.” I leaned forward. “So you know the story about the witches, huh?”

      Bay nodded. “There have been stories about witches in these parts since long before I was born. When the Walkerville council members decided to focus the town’s future on tourism they thought they’d take advantage of the history and build from there,” Bay explained, smiling. “It wasn’t as hard as you might expect to take those legends and run with them.”

      “And the town has definitely run with them,” Landon added with a chuckle. “When I first started spending time here all I heard about was witches.”

      “It obviously worked for you guys, though,” I pointed out. “Hemlock Cove seems to be thriving.”

      “The town does pretty well,” Bay confirmed. “Most of the inns sell out throughout the spring, fall and summer. There are some small gaps in the winter. My mother and aunts do robust business throughout the year. They’re never hurting for guests.”

      “And your father?” The question was out of my mouth before I thought better about asking it. That’s a common practice for me.

      Bay stiffened and Landon slid a worried look in her direction.

      “The Dragonfly does fine, too,” Bay replied, her tone clipped. That was as far as she planned to take it, which was a relief. But Landon was the exact opposite.

      “How do you know about Bay’s father?” Landon asked. “Have you been asking around about her?”

      “Oh, I was at the bakery this afternoon and I spent some time talking to Mrs. Gunderson,” I admitted, squirming. “She mentioned that Bay was close to the police chief and said he was kind of like her father, even though she had a father who left town when she was younger and recently came back to open his own inn.”

      Did I mention that I babble when I’m nervous?

      “It seems you and Mrs. Gunderson had quite the talk.” Bay mustered a nervous laugh. “All of the inns in the area do well.”

      “Yes, well … um … I’m sorry if you think I was invading your privacy,” I offered lamely.

      “It’s fine.” Bay waved off the apology with minimal effort.

      “It’s not fine,” Landon corrected. “Why are you chasing stories about Bay when you’re looking for Bigfoot?”

      “I … wasn’t chasing around stories about Bay,” I protested.

      “You were obviously doing something,” Landon countered. “I doubt the story about her father just came up. Mrs. Gunderson isn’t gossipy about anyone not in her age bracket.”

      “I’m sorry.” My voice ratcheted up a notch. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You didn’t upset me,” Bay assured me quickly. “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine, Bay,” Landon growled, his eyes in the rearview mirror now narrowed. “She has no reason to poke her nose into your business.”

      “She was merely asking questions,” Bay shot back. “It’s fine. Don’t worry, Charlie. I ask questions for a living. It’s not a big deal.”

      Bay said the words, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she really meant them. Thankfully I didn’t have long to dwell on the conundrum before Landon pulled up in front of The Overlook. I was eager to escape the couple’s thoughtful and weighted looks.

      “Thanks for the ride.” I bolted from the Explorer and hurried to the inn as fast as I could, sucking in huge mouthfuls of oxygen to calm myself once on the other side of the lobby’s front door. I’d clearly stepped in it. I couldn’t blame them for being angry. I’d be upset if someone poked into my background, too. I couldn’t shake the niggling worry that they were upset about something else, though. It wasn’t just that I found out about Bay’s father. It was that I asked questions at all. I was almost sure that was the case.

      I didn’t have long to fixate on my thoughts, because the sound of raised voices in the dining room caught my attention. I scampered in that direction, thankful to have a reason to put distance between the door Landon and Bay would walk through at any moment and me. When I hit the dining room, I found a fascinating sight.

      Tillie stood on her chair at the end of the table, a glass of wine in her hand. She looked almost regal as she stared down at the other members of my group.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, breathless.

      Jack spared a glance for me. “I’ve been trying to text you. Do you ever answer your phone?”

      “I … um … had it on. At least I think I did.” I dug in my pocket and when I retrieved my phone I found it was turned off. “Oh, sorry. I thought I had it on.”

      “I’ve been worried,” Jack snapped. “I thought you needed a ride back to town, but when you didn’t answer my texts … .” He broke off, perhaps realizing how ludicrous the statement sounded given the size of Hemlock Cove. I was hardly going to wander off and get lost in the crowd or be attacked by gangbangers by wandering to the wrong side of town.

      “Landon and Bay gave me a ride back.”

      “Great. I guess.” Jack squared his shoulders.

      He was acting odd even for Jack. “What’s going on here?” I gestured toward Tillie. “She seems … upset.”

      “She’s off her rocker,” Laura snapped, her eyes flashing as she stared down the rambunctious Winchester matriarch. “She’s crazy. There can be no other explanation.”

      I wasn’t ruling out Tillie mental state, but something told me Laura had instigated this incident. “What did you do?”

      “Me?” Laura was incredulous. “How could you possibly think that I had anything to do with it? She’s crazy!”

      “I shall call down the thunder and smite you,” Tillie intoned, her voice deepening to almost comical proportions.

      “Do I even want to know what you’re doing?” Landon asked, strolling into the dining room with Bay close at his side.

      “I’m cursing the wanton woman so she will have nothing but unhappiness for the rest of her life,” Tillie replied, never moving her gaze from Laura’s face.

      “Great. While you’re at it, make Bay smell like bacon for me,” Landon suggested, reaching for one of the bottles of wine at the center of the table. “Don’t forget to make her taste like bacon, too.”

      Jack snickered at Landon’s calm demeanor, amused at what clearly had to be a family joke. “You put in curse requests? Does she do this often?”

      “At least three times a week,” Landon replied. “The bacon curse is my favorite.” He handed the bottle of wine to Bay and smiled. “Can you please open that for me, sweetie? I think I’m going to need to get drunk to get through the night.”

      Bay wordlessly nodded, flicking a worried look at Aunt Tillie before heading to the buffet for a corkscrew.

      “And, you,” Landon said, swiveling back to Tillie. “Who are you threatening?”

      “The wanton woman,” Tillie replied, her voice positively dripping with fake dramatic flair.

      “You’ll have to be more specific,” Landon prodded. “Which woman is wanton today? I don’t see Thistle, so she can’t be in the line of fire. I guess that means you’re talking about one of those three, huh?” He gestured toward Hannah, Laura and me.

      Tillie nodded. “That one,” she hissed, pointing at Laura. “She’s on my list.”

      “She keeps saying that,” Laura whined. “I have no idea what list she’s talking about or why it’s so bad to be on it.”

      “Oh, you definitely don’t want to be on it,” Landon wagged his head while taking an empty wine glass from the table.

      “Definitely,” Bay echoed.

      “If you’re already on it, though, that might be good news for the rest of us,” Landon added. “If Aunt Tillie is focused on you she can’t torture the rest of the world. Maybe you should consider staying on her list.”

      “I’m an excellent multi-tasker,” Tillie sniffed. “I can curse more than one person at a time.”

      “Just remember bacon,” Landon whispered, grinning before he shifted his blue eyes to Laura. “What did you do to her?”

      “I didn’t do anything to her!”

      “Tillie was telling us a story about the time she wrestled Bigfoot and won. Laura said it was a crock of crap, and things pretty much fell apart from there,” Bernard offered from the opposite end of the table. He seemed to be enjoying the show. “Then Tillie started talking about her list, and Laura said she was making stuff up as she went along. That brought out more talk of the list. I’m honestly dying to see how this ends.”

      “You and me both.” Jack grinned. “Do you have any suggestions about how we should handle this, Agent Michaels?”

      Landon nodded as Bay returned with the bottle of wine and the two settled into chairs at the table. “I do. Abandon Laura to her fate and try to stay off the list for the rest of your stay here.”

      Everyone but Laura chuckled.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Laura asked, her eyes flashing. It was as if she couldn’t believe Landon wasn’t running over to rescue her.

      “It means you’re in trouble,” Tillie replied. “You’ll be sorry you ever met me before this is all said and done.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” Laura adopted a snotty tone. “I’m already there.”

      “Good!” Tillie bobbed her head knowingly. “You’re now at the top of the list. You should start running now.”
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      “Are you ready?”

      The only thing I was ready for after the longest – and freaking loudest – dinner I’d ever sat through was a good night’s sleep. That’s why Millie’s appearance at my door, seconds before I was ready to slip into my pajamas and call it a day, threw me for a loop.

      “Ready for what? Are you here to romance me?” The snarky response slipped out before I had a chance to think better about uttering it to a woman in Millie’s age bracket.

      “You’re funny,” Millie said, clearly enjoying my answer. “That’s not what I was talking about, though.” She cast a furtive look up and down the hallway.

      I followed her gaze, curious. “What are you talking about?”

      “We’re going on a little adventure.” Millie’s smile was mischievous so I couldn’t help but feel my interest pique.

      “We are? Did you see the Winchesters doing something? Are they hiding bodies on the property or something?”

      Millie made a face right out of a sitcom. “Why would they be hiding bodies?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure they’re hiding something big.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re right, but I don’t think it has anything to do with bodies,” Millie said, shoving me out of the way so she could stroll into the bedroom and grab my hoodie. “Put this on. You’ll need it.”

      “But … where are we going?”

      “We’re going back to the resort,” Millie replied, making a “well, duh” face as I slipped into the hoodie.

      “We are?” I rolled the idea through my head. It didn’t make sense. “Why? Do you think one of Penny’s boyfriends is going to kill again?”

      “You’re full of drama, girl,” Millie said, clicking her tongue against her teeth as she shook her head. “You’re gung-ho – I’ll give you that – and I think you’ll be fun once we pull that stick out of your you-know-what.”

      I knit my eyebrows. “I don’t have a stick in my you-know-what.”

      “You need a stick in your you-know-what,” Millie countered. “Unfortunately you seem to have one up your behind instead, because you’re trying to be employee of the month or something. Here’s a hint: The foundation doesn’t give out awards for being happy and helpful on the job.”

      I balked. “I am not trying to be happy and helpful. Wait … that came out wrong.”

      Millie snorted. “You’re a bundle of nerves. I get it. You’re twenty-five and this is your first real job. It happens to all of us. You’ll outgrow it.”

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      Millie’s mouth dropped open. “You’re twenty-four? Why are you working if you’re twenty-four? You’ should be out partying and having sex with any guy who looks at you sideways. That’s what I did when I was twenty-four … and twenty-five … and forty-eight, for that matter.”

      Millie boasts one of those faces that make you wonder if she was ever twenty-four. “I have bills to pay.”

      “Bummer. You should be fornicating until you can’t fornicate a second longer. You know your body is never going to get better than this, right?” She gestured toward my lean frame. “You’re a little light on top, but your butt and thighs are nice. You should exploit them.”

      My cheeks colored under her serious gaze. “I cannot believe we’re having this discussion.”

      “Well, believe it,” Millie said, holding up a set of keys. “I stole Chris’ keys when he wasn’t looking, so we should have no problem getting back to the resort.”

      “And why are we going back to the resort?” I grabbed my room key from the dresser before shutting my bedroom door. “Do you think we’ll catch the killer?”

      “Well, I don’t think we’re going to find Bigfoot, if that’s what you’re asking,” Millie shot back. “As for finding the killer, I’m fairly certain he won’t be where we’re going.”

      “But … where are we going?”

      Millie shot me a sympathetic look. “We’re going to take care of your stick problem.”

      I tilted my head to the side, confused. “Which stick problem? You said I had two.”

      “If we’re lucky we’ll handle both of them,” Millie said, grabbing my arm. “Come on. I guarantee you won’t want to miss this.”

      

      “THIS IS a terrible idea.”

      That’s how I felt the minute I realized Millie probably shouldn’t be driving – especially because she technically stole Chris’ rental vehicle. She weaved all over the road, got distracted by signs and was convinced every flash she saw on the side of the road was a deer about to race out in the road in front of her. Once she punched in the ambulance code to get behind the gate she had shown us earlier and made me hike through the woods in the dark, my feeling intensified.

      “Oh, suck it up,” Millie intoned. I couldn’t see her eyes in the darkness, but I was sure she was rolling them. “You’re twenty-four. You should be excited about an illicit rendezvous in the woods.”

      “I’m with you! How illicit can it be?”

      “Would you be okay if you were with a man?” Millie slowed her pace and swiveled to face me. The muted moonlight allowed me to make out some – but not all – of her features. “How about if you were with Chris?”

      Thankfully the darkness hid the flush of my cheeks. “Chris? Why would I want to be out here with him?”

      “Because you think he’s cute.”

      “He’s my boss.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s not cute.”

      She had a point. Still … . “I do not have a crush on Chris.”

      Millie remained silent for a beat and then relaxed her shoulders. “That’s probably good. The boy is head-over-heels for Hannah, even though she doesn’t realize it. I think they’ll find each other eventually, but it’s like watching stone statues trying to mate.”

      I bit my cheek to keep from laughing at the visual. I didn’t want to encourage Millie, but she was definitely funny. “I noticed that myself.”

      “What about the FBI agent?” Millie challenged. “I’ve seen you looking at him.”

      “I have not!” My voice carried over the night air, causing me to cringe. “Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, he’s got a girlfriend.”

      “One he loves,” Millie said sagely. “Anyone who looks at that boy can see he’s gone … and he’s never coming back.”

      “I don’t know why you’re telling me this.” I shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. “I don’t have a crush on Landon.”

      “You do, but it’s okay,” Millie countered. “He’s an attractive man, and it’s not as if you actually think you’ll get him. Laura’s infatuation with him is much more annoying. She actually thinks she might have a shot, even though that blonde could knock her on her fat butt without breaking a sweat.”

      “Bay? She doesn’t strike me as the type to get down and dirty.”

      “No?” Millie cocked a confrontational eyebrow. “Look at her again. That woman clearly knows what she’s doing when it comes to a fight. She learned from her great-aunt.”

      “Tillie?” I rolled the idea through my mind. “I bet that she fought a lot in her younger days. She seems the type.”

      “Age is a state of mind, and that woman’s state of the mind is all over the place. She still fights. Heck, I think she fights daily.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter.” I’m obstinate when I want to be. “I don’t have a crush on Landon. I’m merely interested in the Winchesters. They’re clearly hiding something.”

      “I agree,” Millie said, causing my heart to hop. “I just don’t think they’re hiding what you think they’re hiding.”

      “Oh, whatever!” I turned back to the worn trail that cut through the woods. “Where are we going?”

      “To the eighteenth green,” Millie replied. “They’re having a party tonight. Those boys I met earlier invited me.”

      “They invited you to a party?” I couldn’t hide my surprise. “That’s … impressive.”

      “I have a way with men. Why do you think I still work for the foundation despite divorcing Myron decades ago?”

      That was a pretty good question. “Are you uncomfortable working for him?”

      Millie shook her head. “He was always funny to mess with.” She fell into step with me, picking a slower pace to navigate the dark slope. “What about Jack? How do you feel about him?”

      “Oh, good grief!” I felt as if I were in high school all over again. “He seems nice enough, but he has even bigger problems with sticks than I do.”

      Millie snorted, amused. “You’ve got that right, honey. That’s kind of why I think you might make a good match.”

      “I’m not here to find a match,” I argued. “I’m here to find … something else.”

      “Bigfoot?”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here?” I challenged.

      “I’m here because I’m genuinely fond of Chris, I like to travel and I have nothing better to do with my time,” Millie corrected. “As for finding Bigfoot? Meh. I don’t get nearly as excited as the rest of you do when we find a weird footprint in the dirt. That doesn’t mean I don’t want Chris to eventually find what he wants.”

      “I’m sorry. I just … you’re kind of a busybody.”

      Millie chuckled loudly. “That’s rich coming from you, who spent the entire day trying to find information on the Winchesters instead of working the case you’re being paid to pursue. Since when do the Winchesters have anything to do with this case?”

      “I … um … you don’t know that they don’t have anything to do with this investigation.” As far as justifications go, it was lame. It was all I could come up with.

      Millie made a tsking sound and shook her head. “You need to learn to be a better liar. Now, come on. The party is this way. I can smell beer from here. Sure, it’s probably cheap beer, but in an hour I won’t care in the slightest.”

      

      MILLIE WAS right. An hour later she was drunk enough to hand me the keys to Chris’ rental so she wouldn’t lose them and euphoric enough to dance with several of the younger resort workers as they performed an ornate line dance I didn’t recognize.

      Despite myself – and the chill in the air – I found the scene entertaining.

      “Do you want a drink?”

      I vaguely recognized the guy who moved up to my right side – although I wasn’t sure from where – and shook my head when I saw the proffered plastic red cup. “I think one of us needs to stay sober for the drive back.”

      The guy laughed, the expression lighting up his handsome face. “Yeah. Millie’s a trip. She asked if she could touch my muscles earlier. I have no idea why, but I let her.”

      Recognition dawned as I gave the man another look. “Oh, you were one of the guys unloading the truck. I didn’t recognize you with your shirt on.”

      “Trevor Harris.” He extended his hand and I gladly shook it. “You’re Charlie, right?”

      I nodded. “I see Millie has been talking about me.”

      “Yes, she said you had a problem with a broken stick and she wanted me to fix it,” Trevor said. “I figured she was talking about something dirty, so I pretended I didn’t understand what she was saying. Is she your grandmother?”

      I smiled at the question. “She’s my co-worker. Actually, I just met her a few days ago. I’m new on the job.”

      “And what do you do for a living?”

      I couldn’t decide if Trevor was honestly interested or merely passing time. There had to be at least fifty people partying on the eighteenth green, but he paid all of them zero attention and focused on me.

      “I work for the Legacy Foundation.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “We investigate unknown phenomenon.”

      “Like UFOs?” Trevor leaned forward, intrigued. “Are you here looking for aliens?”

      “We’re here because Penny Schilling died in the woods and she may or may not have been attacked by an animal of unknown origin.”

      It took Trevor a moment to grasp what I was saying. “Oh, like the Dog Man?”

      I nodded. “That was the rumor, although given Penny’s extracurricular activities that’s looking less and less likely.”

      “Yeah, she was a busy little bee.” Trevor sipped the beer, grimacing. I was fairly certain that whatever was in the keg couldn’t be considered quality brew, which made me doubly glad I was the designated driver for the evening. “She had quite the reputation around the resort.”

      I cast him a sidelong look, curious. “Did you ever … ?”

      “Me? No. I didn’t make enough money to turn her head.”

      “I heard that didn’t matter sometimes,” I supplied. “There’s a rumor that she wanted a relationship with the high earners but wasn’t opposed to spending time with just about anyone if she had an opening in her schedule.”

      “I think that’s definitely true,” Trevor confirmed. “I tried to keep my distance from her because I heard a lot of things – including that she had a disease.”

      I stilled. “What kind of disease?”

      “You know; the kind people claim they get from a toilet seat but you really know they got because they’ll bone anything that moves.”

      That was a lovely way to put it. “I heard one of the guys was married,” I said. “Did she know that?”

      “Bob Grimes.” Trevor screwed his face into an unfortunate grimace as he shook his head. “Bob doesn’t have a very good reputation himself. His wife works in the hospitality department. She works behind the front desk and helps guests at the concierge desk most days.”

      “Did they meet at the resort?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I know they’ve been married a long time and that Bob likes to spend more time with his boat and hunting buddies than his wife. She pretends there’s nothing wrong with their relationship while he nails anything that moves and drinks more than he should.”

      For a young guy, Trevor had a way with words. Of course, if I had to guess, he was probably my age. I considered myself good with words, too. “So Bob and his wife are married, but it’s all for show, and he got involved with Penny.”

      “He probably didn’t get involved with Penny,” Trevor clarified. “It’s more like he got drunk and fell on Penny a few times and she told him they were going to get involved. Bob is a nice guy who never thinks before he acts. Penny was a manipulative woman who knew exactly how to get what she wanted.”

      “Which was?”

      Trevor shrugged. “If I knew the answer to that I would’ve told Penny a long time ago. She seemed to be searching for something. She never found it. Now I guess she never will.”

      “No, you’re probably right.” I turned my attention back to a drunk Millie. “Did you really invite her to this party?”

      Trevor brightened. “Are you kidding? Look at her. She’s hilarious.”

      “She’s definitely the life of the party.”

      “That’s exactly how I want to be when I’m that age,” Trevor said. “I want to know who I am and not care what anyone else thinks.”

      Oddly enough, I felt the same way. I wasn’t quite there yet. “How long do you think I should give her before I force her back to the inn?”

      “Oh, she’s probably got twenty minutes before she starts puking.”

      “What?” My smile slipped. “Do you really think she’ll puke?”

      “She’s well on her way. In fact … yup. There she goes. She didn’t last nearly as long as I thought she word. Darn. I thought she would be good for another dance or two. There goes the night’s entertainment.”
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      I wanted to get Millie back to the rental vehicle on my own – mostly because I wasn’t keen on letting a guy I hardly knew walk through the woods with me when I was distracted and vulnerable – but ultimately I didn’t have a choice. Millie looked small and light in stature, but she was far too heavy for me to navigate on my own.

      Trevor seemed amused when he slung one of Millie’s arms over his neck, taking the bulk of her dead weight on his broad shoulders. He kept up a light conversation – nothing serious or worrisome – as we headed toward the spot where we had parked.

      I’d pretty much managed to lull myself into a feeling of relaxation and security even though I had no idea how I was going to get Millie back inside the inn without anyone noticing. My brain was already skipping forward to various scenarios when a pair of hands shot out of the trees to my right and grabbed my shoulders.

      I lashed out without thinking, slapping as hard as I could and making contact with skin. I heard a grunt as I lifted my knee, instinctively going after the one place I knew would equalize the strength factor when fighting against a guy. Jack quickly shifted his hips, keeping me from hitting my target, and shoving me back, a wild look in his eyes.

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      I stilled, surprised. He was the last person I expected to find hiding in the woods. “Are you trying to kill me?” I fired back, my temper flaring. “You don’t grab someone while they’re hiking to their car in the middle of the night! It’s not gentlemanly.”

      “Is something wrong?” Trevor asked, grappling with Millie’s weight as another figure moved out of the trees and closed on him. I recognized Bernard right away.

      “Don’t even think about touching him,” I warned. “He’s helping, not hurting.”

      “What happened to her?” Bernard asked, giving Millie a long look. “She isn’t dead, is she?”

      I snorted, amused. “She’s dead drunk. She drank a little too much, and I couldn’t carry her back on my own.”

      “Par for the course.” Bernard mustered a smile as he helped Trevor with his burden. “Here. We’ll put her in this vehicle.”

      Trevor shot me a look, as if to ask if I was okay with the shift in riding arrangements. All I could do was nod and offer a wan smile before locking gazes with Jack. He looked furious.

      “Don’t you even think about yelling at me,” I warned, surprising myself with the tone of my voice. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “No, I’m head of security,” Jack gritted out. “That means I’m in charge of your safety. I can’t be in charge of your safety if you’re crawling around the woods in the middle of the night.”

      Something occurred to me. “How did you even know we were gone?”

      Jack balked, taken aback by the question. “It’s my job to know.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Help me get Millie in the truck,” Bernard ordered Trevor. “Stay away from that argument, son. It’s never wise to get between two bulls when they’re about to knock horns.”

      Trevor didn’t look convinced. “I … he won’t hurt her, will he?”

      “He won’t hurt her physically,” Bernard confirmed. “I have a feeling both of them will have bruised egos before this is done.”

      “Just take Millie back to The Overlook,” Jack barked, retrieving a set of keys from his pocket and tossing them in Bernard’s direction. “I’ll drive the other vehicle back.”

      Bernard had no problem picking the keys out of the air even as he supported Millie’s weight with his other arm. “No problem. Don’t call her any names you can’t take back. I’ve noticed you’re not good with the apologies. Women like a man who can apologize.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Jack said dryly, shaking his head before flicking his eyes to me. “What were you thinking sneaking out of the inn in the middle of the night?”

      “It wasn’t even ten o’clock,” I argued, my temper returning with a vengeance. “That’s hardly the middle of the night. The local news doesn’t start until eleven, for crying out loud.”

      I could practically hear Jack’s temper sizzling as he glared at me. “Do you think you’re funny?”

      “Funnier than you. That’s not really saying much, though, is it?”

      Jack scowled. “You could’ve gotten yourself into a ton of trouble. You realize that, right?”

      “How? Do you really think I was in danger of something terrible happening while with a bunch of kids drinking on a golf course? I wasn’t even drinking. Someone had to be the designated driver. I watched Millie drink and I asked a few questions.”

      “So … um … I should probably be going.” Trevor hovered a few feet away, gripping his hands together as he cast a longing look in the direction of the golf course. I could hear his friends whooping it up. “It was nice meeting you, Charlie. I enjoyed talking to you and everything.” He flashed a warm smile and held my gaze for a bit longer than necessary. “If you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

      Trevor’s good manners did nothing to improve Jack’s mood. “Thanks so much for your help,” he muttered, scorching Trevor with a dark look. “I don’t know what we would’ve done without you.” Jack strode toward me with purpose, grabbing my shoulder and directing me toward the vehicle Millie and I brought to the party. “Get in. We’ll finish this discussion on the way back to the inn.”

      That didn’t sound like any fun at all. “I have the keys. I’m driving.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I haven’t been drinking,” I argued.

      “I don’t care.” Jack slipped his hand in my pocket, causing me to squirm as my stomach warmed. I instinctively jerked away, glaring.

      “Don’t get fresh.”

      “When I get fresh, you’ll know it.” Jack jerked open the passenger-side door. “Get in.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” I was tired and ready for bed, but obeying Jack wasn’t on my to-do list, so I made a big show of searching the ground next to the vehicle instead of getting inside.

      “What are you doing?” Jack gritted out, his patience clearly fraying.

      “I’m looking for a stick.”

      “Why?”

      “Millie said I have issues with sticks and I think she might be right,” I answered primly. “I need a stick so I have something to hit you with during the drive.”

      Jack was quiet. Finally I had no choice but to look in his direction. I was almost convinced he’d left, abandoning me to find my own way back to The Overlook. Instead he leaned against the front of the vehicle, arms crossed across his chest, staring at me.

      “What?”

      “Get in, Charlie,” Jack ordered, keeping his voice low and even. I was almost positive the corners of his mouth twitched, but his expression turned serious too quickly for me to be absolutely sure. “I think we need to have a long discussion about the chain of command.”

      I huffed out a frustrated sigh, abandoned my stick search and headed for the open door. “I think we do, too, because you’re not the boss of me.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “We definitely will.”

      

      I KEPT MY lower lip jutted out, my arms crossed over my chest and my eyes focused on the windshield as Jack drove toward Hemlock Cove. I could almost feel the anger seeping from him, but I chose not to comment on it. I was determined to make him come to me, which, given his hostility, only made things worse.

      “Why did you sneak out of the inn in the middle of the night?” Jack finally broke the silence with a near growl.

      “It wasn’t the middle of the night.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, Jack, I’m not sure what you mean.” I kept my voice light because I knew it would irritate him. “I’m a lowly female who needs protection. You might need to use shorter words to explain things to me.”

      “That’s not what I said,” Jack barked, rolling his eyes as he dragged a hand through his hair. “You’re purposely trying to drive me crazy. You think I don’t know what you’re doing, but I do.”

      “I’m not trying to do anything to you,” I countered. “We went to the resort because Millie found out that the younger workers were having a party. We thought they might have some information for us.”

      “So this was Millie’s idea?”

      “I … no.” I had no intention of putting this on Millie. I agreed to go with her, after all. It wasn’t her fault, and I wasn’t big on blaming others for my actions. “It was my idea.”

      “Really?” Jack arched a challenging eyebrow. “It was your idea to go to a party you didn’t know existed?”

      “How do you know that I wasn’t the one invited to the party?” Now I was challenging him simply because I could. His short fuse proved that I could manipulate his attention in certain directions if the situation warranted.

      “Because you were with me all afternoon while we were at the resort, and Millie was the one who took off on her own,” Jack replied matter of factly. “I also happen to know that you were exhausted and ready to go to bed when you left the library earlier tonight. I saw you. You couldn’t stop yawning.”

      “Watch me a lot, do you?” It was meant to be a derisive comment, but Jack nodded, catching me off guard.

      “I have been watching you because it’s your first investigation, and it’s my job to keep you safe,” Jack offered. “You had a long day. I was sure you were going upstairs and retiring right away. I knew Millie was going to cause trouble, but I thought she would be hanging around with Tillie. I had no idea she planned to steal one of the rental vehicles – vehicles she has no business driving, mind you – until I saw her lift Chris’ keys before announcing she was going to bed.”

      “You saw her steal the keys?” I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Why didn’t you say something before she left the property?”

      “I wanted to see what she would do,” Jack answered honestly. “I lost sight of her for a few minutes, so I waited in the parking lot. Imagine my surprise when she left with you.”

      “I … this is my fault.” I felt suddenly desperate. “If someone is going to get in trouble, it should be me.”

      “No one is going to get in trouble, because Chris isn’t going to find out about it,” Jack countered. “As for the rest, Millie can’t be fired. She knows too many family secrets. Even though she’s divorced from Myron, the entire family is still fond of her. She could burn down the entire lab and be safe.”

      That made me feel marginally better. “I … that’s a relief.”

      “You’re another story,” Jack plowed forward. “I’m sure they explained that you’re on probation for ninety days, right?”

      I wordlessly nodded, my heart sinking.

      “You can’t steal rental vehicles when you’re on probation,” Jack barked. “That’s not how things are done around here.”

      “I … well … .” I broke off, swallowing hard. “We were only asking some questions. I thought you might be interested in the answers. I didn’t think we were doing anything wrong.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second.” Jack’s expression softened as he ran his tongue over his lips. “Charlie, I know Millie bullied you into going and you went because you have a natural curiosity.You were loyal enough not to let Millie tackle this part of the investigation on her own. It’s a nice sentiment, but you need to understand that Millie always leaps and never looks.”

      “I didn’t think there would be any harm in it.” That was true, right? I honestly couldn’t recall any longer.

      “I don’t think you believe that. And I’m not here to suck all of the fun out of this,” Jack countered. “I know you don’t believe it, but it’s true. Just … you should’ve gotten me. I would’ve gone with you.”

      I couldn’t help but be suspicious, and I made my feelings known as Jack pulled into a parking spot in front of The Overlook. “You’re only angry you were left out of the fun. Admit it.”

      Jack snorted. “Whatever.” He hopped out of the vehicle and moved toward the sidewalk that led to the inn’s main door. Bernard was already out of the Tahoe and supporting Millie’s weight as he led her toward The Overlook.

      I considered pressing Jack on the issue of his anger, convinced his nose was really out of joint because we didn’t include him. I didn’t get the chance. He extended an arm in front of me to still my movement and tilted his head to the side. “Do you hear that?” His voice was barely a whisper.

      I didn’t hear anything but my own inner voice telling me that Jack was purposely trying to be a pain in the butt. “Don’t change the subject,” I chided. “I … .”

      Jack clamped his hand over my mouth and pressed his eyes shut for a moment, ultimately changing course when his senses tripped over something I couldn’t see or hear.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, shoving his hand from my mouth.

      “Something is going on back there,” Jack whispered, pointing toward a spot on the other side of the greenhouse I’d noted when we first arrived. “There are people outside.”

      “What are they doing?”

      Jack shrugged. “I have no idea. You’re convinced the Winchesters are up to something, right?”

      My previous indifference evaporated. “Yes.”

      “Let’s see what that noise is.”

      I kept close enough to Jack that I could touch him if things went bad, but remained quiet as I followed him. It took him a few minutes to pick his way through the area, finally stopping and staring when we reached a small clearing halfway up the bluff behind the inn.

      A bonfire roared in the center of the circle. My mouth dropped open when I saw the dancing women. There were four of them … and they were naked. “Is that … ?”

      “Winnie, Marnie, Twila and Tillie.” Jack hissed. “I guess Millie isn’t the only one who thought it was a good night to drink. They look as if they’ve been through at least four bottles of wine, if the empties scattered on the ground are to be believed.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “They appear to be dancing.” Jack was grim. “I’ll never be able to unsee this. I didn’t even know boobs could spin that way.”

      I couldn’t help but be amused, opening my mouth to tease him when a hint of movement caught my attention on the far side of the clearing. Landon, a disgusted look on his face, stumbled closer to the women, Bay at his side.

      “Oh, good grief,” Landon complained. “You couldn’t wait until the monster hunters were gone to do this?”

      Winnie energetically waved and continued to dance. “It’s the vernal equinox,” she argued. “We can’t delay it. It doesn’t matter who is staying at the inn.”

      “Yes,” Twila laughed. “We … must … dance!” She jiggled her butt for emphasis.

      I exchanged a quick look with Jack to see if I could grasp what he was thinking. His face remained impassive.

      “They already think we’re weird,” Bay offered. “If they see this … .”

      “Who cares what they think?” Tillie called out. “I certainly don’t.”

      “You don’t care what anyone thinks,” Landon said, moving closer to the blanket spread on the grass. “Did you drink all of the wine? If I’m going to watch this, I’ll need wine.”

      “There’s more in the basket.” Twila flapped her arm as she pranced and pointed. “You should hurry up and drink so you can catch up. You live on the property now, too, Landon. You need to dance.”

      Landon shot a worried look in Bay’s direction. “Is that true?”

      “I should mess with you, but it’s not true.” Bay giggled. “They have a bet to see when you finally get drunk enough to dance with them under the full moon.”

      “Oh.” Landon’s face was impassive. “That’s never going to happen.”

      “Oh, it’s going to happen,” Tillie said. “I’m definitely going to live to see that.”

      “Whatever.” Landon shook his head as he pulled a cork. “Who wants to drink with me?”

      Bay raised her hand.

      “I know you do.” Landon kissed the tip of her nose, making my heart hurt because the smile he flashed at her was so earnest. “So … bottoms up?”

      Bay slid a glance in the direction of her mother and aunts. “That’s probably the wrong term around this group.”

      Landon chuckled. “Cheers?”

      Bay smiled. “Drink up, witches,” she corrected, giggling.

      “Drink up it is.” Landon took a huge mouthful of wine and risked a glance at the gyrating older women. “We might need a few more bottles of this if I’m going to survive the horror.”

      “You and me both.”
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      We watched a long time. Probably longer than we should have. It was too fascinating to turn away from. Jack secreted us behind a group of trees and we hunkered down, fascinated despite the chill in the air as the women did their own thing and ignored the outside world.

      Mostly it was just dancing. Bay and Landon didn’t join in, instead resting on the blanket spread across the far side of the clearing and whispering to one another. After almost an hour Landon staggered to his feet, tossed Bay over his shoulder and announced they were going to bed. It was clear what he had in mind. The others merely waved and continued their twirling.

      Eventually my legs cramped and Jack prodded me away. We made the walk back to The Overlook mostly in silence, only risking talking once we were inside.

      “What do you make of that?” he asked finally, breathless.

      “They like to drink and dance.”

      Jack made an exaggerated face. “But … Landon was out there with them. He didn’t seem to care at all.”

      “Why should he? This obviously isn’t the first time they’ve done it.”

      “No, but that’s his future mother-in-law,” Jack argued. “Why would he want to see her naked?”

      He had a point. Still … . “He never looked at Winnie,” I said after a moment’s contemplation. “He stayed focused on Bay the entire time. I mean ... well … he knew they were dancing, but he remained focused on Bay while they were out there.”

      “He’s always focused on Bay,” Jack noted. “He barely looks at anyone else.”

      “He loves her.”

      “It’s not just that,” Jack countered. “It’s as if he’s waiting for something bad to happen to her. He’s determined to protect her at all costs.”

      I noticed that, too. “Well, she is a reporter who happens to own the newspaper where she works,” I offered. “Maybe she gets into trouble from time to time.”

      “She’s a reporter for a weekly in a town that’s all about festivals,” Jack argued. “I wouldn’t think that would put her in harm’s way very often. Landon tries to keep her as close as possible whenever he can.”

      “I think it’s kind of sweet that he loves her that much.”

      “I think it’s weird.”

      I made a face. “Because you can’t imagine loving someone that much?”

      Jack shook his head. “Because he seems to be waiting for something terrible to descend on this family. It’s almost as if he knows that danger is coming, and when it arrives, it will be coming for Bay. Why do you think he believes that?”

      “I think some people want to protect the people they love at all costs.” My mind briefly traveled to my parents and the way they cautioned me about keeping my abilities hidden. “Maybe Landon knows something we don’t. Have you ever considered that?”

      Jack held his hands palms up. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. What do you think he knows?”

      I had no idea, but I was determined to find out. “I need some sleep. I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “You’ll definitely see me in the morning.” Jack shuffled down the hallway, heading for his room. He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “You don’t have to worry about getting in trouble. Even if Chris finds out, you’ll be fine. Millie will tell him the truth and, like I said, she’s allowed to do whatever she wants.”

      “Yeah? Thanks.” I flashed a small smile. “I probably shouldn’t have gone with her. It seemed like a good idea at the time, though.”

      “The dumbest ideas always do.” This time Jack’s grin was legitimate. “Get some sleep. I have a feeling it’s going to be an interesting morning.”

      He wasn’t the only one.

      

      I WOKE EARLY and showered, taking the extra time to blow dry my long hair and apply the bare minimum of makeup. I hadn’t imbibed the night before, so I didn’t have a hangover, but I was under the impression that the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the house.

      Tillie, Landon, Bay, Thistle and Marcus sat at the dining room table when I hit the main floor. I took a moment to eavesdrop before entering.

      “I can’t believe I missed that,” Thistle complained. “I forgot it was the equinox. We need to write this stuff down on a calendar, Marcus. You know how I love the naked dancing.”

      “You don’t love the naked dancing,” Marcus argued. It was the first time I could remember him raising his voice. He seemed quiet and contemplative most of the time, which was why I liked him. “You do nothing but complain when it’s happening.”

      “That lasts only until I’ve had some wine,” Thistle shot back. “I like it fine after that.”

      “Well, I don’t like it fine,” Marcus argued. “You know how I feel about the magic of spinning boobs.”

      I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      “We didn’t spend any time watching them anyway,” Bay offered. “Once Landon had some wine in him he started making up poems about bacon and that got him in the mood.”

      “The mood for what?” Tillie asked, nursing her mug of coffee with a haggard expression. “By the way, my boobs don’t spin. They’re as firm as they were when I was a teenager. I could be a model. They’re that firm. No, seriously, I could totally do it professionally. Victoria’s Secret called and I had to turn them down.”

      Thistle snorted. “Please. Your boobs have like eight minds of their own when you get to drinking and dancing. Still, was that a smart idea when we have the Legacy Foundation group in the inn?”

      “I don’t care who we have in the inn,” Tillie replied. “Besides, they’re looking for Bigfoot. Unless I’m mistaken, we weren’t dancing with Bigfoot.”

      “You were still loud enough to draw attention,” Landon warned. “That’s how Bay and I knew you were out there. We forgot it was the equinox, too.”

      “And you wanted to go home and take a bath,” Bay teased. She seemed mildly hungover, but in good spirits. “Think how much we would’ve missed if we did that.”

      “I’m sure my head wouldn’t be pounding nearly as much as it is now if we’d been good instead of bad,” Landon countered, rubbing his forehead. “Still, I’m glad you made me write down that ode to bacon before going to bed. I’m going to recite it to you every night.”

      Bay snorted. “Yes, that will certainly put me in the mood.”

      “It will put me in the mood,” Landon said. “I’m the one who generally puts you in the moods so … we’ll be fine.”

      I took advantage of the lull in the conversation and pasted a bright smile on my face as I walked into the dining room. “Good morning. How is everyone this fine and beautiful spring day?” Hmm. That probably came out a little forced, huh?

      “Still alive,” Tillie replied, draining the rest of her coffee. “I’d say that’s about all we have going for us.”

      I fixed a puzzled look into place while pouring my own mug of coffee. “Oh, is something wrong?”

      Tillie narrowed her eyes as she regarded me, rolling her neck and openly staring. “She saw us.” She made the announcement after only a few moments of contemplation. I was completely taken aback.

      “I did not see you.”

      “Ha!” Tillie extended a finger. “If you didn’t see us, how do you know there was something to see?”

      “You just told me.”

      “Oh.” Tillie drew her eyebrows together. “I’m still pretty sure she saw us.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re right,” Landon said dryly, pouring Bay a glass of tomato juice as he pinned me with a quizzical look. “Were you out and about last night?”

      “I … .” Crap. I was caught. They knew it and I knew it. Thankfully Jack picked that moment to swoop into the dining room and save me.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his expression unreadable as his gaze bounced from face to face.

      “She was spying on us last night,” Tillie replied, unruffled. “She thinks we don’t know … but we know.”

      “Spying?” Jack was a much better actor than I was and when he lifted a confused-looking eyebrow I almost believed him. “What was she spying on?”

      Tillie ran her tongue over her teeth as she regarded Jack. I figured she was probably debating whether or not she wanted to tattle. I was wrong.

      “You were out there, too.”

      Jack balked. “I was not out there watching you.”

      I groaned as I slapped my hand to my forehead. “And you think I’m a bad liar,” I muttered, shaking my head.

      “Told you.” Tillie was clearly full of herself as she shifted her eyes to Landon. “You didn’t do anything illegal, did you? They could take your badge if you’re not careful.”

      “I didn’t do anything illegal,” Landon barked, his annoyance obvious. “At least I don’t think I did. We didn’t do that one thing I suggested with the bacon, right?” He looked confused when he glanced at Bay.

      Instead of being embarrassed, she giggled. “No. We don’t have any bacon in the guesthouse. We couldn’t have done that even if we wanted to.”

      “I think the better question is: Would you have done that?” Landon perked up.

      Bay immediately began shaking her head. “No. It’s dirty.”

      “Since when did you become a puritan?”

      “Not dirty-minded,” Bay corrected. “It’s physically dirty. We’d never get the grease out of the sheets.”

      “What if we do it in the tub?”

      “Do you want to eat soggy bacon?”

      Landon shrugged. “Life is full of hard choices, sweetie. We’ll give it some thought later.” He patted her hand and turned to Jack. “They were on their own property. What you saw was none of your business.”

      Jack widened his eyes. “I didn’t want to mention seeing anything.” He jerked his thumb in my direction. “That’s on her. She has a big mouth.”

      “She didn’t announce that she saw us,” Bay pointed out. “She merely pretended she didn’t, and Aunt Tillie figured out she was lying.”

      “And how did she do that?” Jack asked.

      Bay shrugged. “She has a nose for lies. I can’t explain it.”

      “Yeah, she definitely manages to figure out when people are lying,” Thistle confirmed. “Once, when I was a teenager, I told her the truth about my car breaking down because that was the reason I missed curfew. She got me to admit to lying even though I was telling the truth.”

      “That’s not why I did that,” Tillie said, snorting. “I knew you weren’t lying that night. I also knew you snuck out two nights before and made out with the Randall boy. You didn’t get caught for that, so I was merely paying you back.”

      Thistle’s mouth dropped open. “How did you know I snuck out that night?”

      “I know all and see all.”

      Surprisingly enough, the Winchesters didn’t appear bothered that someone had spied on them the previous evening – which was dumbfounding to me because I wouldn’t get naked in the gym shower, let alone a field full of family members. So I took a risk and settled in one of the open chairs, picking a spot close to Jack. He filled his mug with coffee, clearly enthralled by the odd conversation.

      “You’re making that up,” Thistle said. “You simply played the odds that I’d done something wrong over the past week and guilted me until you got the outcome you wanted.”

      “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” Tillie was clearly hungover, but she was determined not to use that as an excuse to lose an argument. “I always knew what you were up to. It’s my special skill.”

      “Oh, and I thought it was making me think my head was imploding on a daily basis,” Landon deadpanned.

      “Don’t make me put you on my list,” Tillie warned.

      “I’ll try to refrain from the overwhelming urge to get on your list,” Landon said, sipping his coffee before shifting his eyes to Bay. “What are you doing today?”

      “What are you doing today?” she countered.

      “You told me that answering a question with a question is a surefire way to know that someone is up to no good,” Landon pointed out. “What are you doing today?”

      “I am … working.” Bay suddenly found something interesting to stare at on the tablecloth. I had no idea what, but she was determined to avoid eye contact with the pushy FBI agent.

      “What are you working on?” Landon didn’t raise his voice, but it was clear he was suspicious.

      “I’m working on an article about the dead woman in the woods,” Bay replied. “What else is there to work on?”

      “Okay. I’d like to know where you plan to pursue your leads,” Landon pressed. “I don’t want you wandering around the woods by yourself, Bay. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m not going to be by myself.” Bay cast a pleading look in Thistle’s direction. “I’m not going to be in the woods either. I’m going back to the resort. And I’m taking Thistle with me.”

      “I can’t go with you,” Thistle said, dashing Bay’s hopes. “I have to do inventory. We have a huge shipment coming in at the store. I don’t have a choice.”

      “Well, I guess that settles that,” Landon said. “I might be able to carve out some time this afternoon to take you to the resort. If you can wait until then … .”

      Bay cut him off with a shake of her head. “I can’t wait until then.”

      “Why not? I have to go with Chief Terry to talk to Penny’s family. I can’t go to the resort with you now.”

      “I don’t need you to go with me,” Bay argued. “I’m an adult. I have my own car. I can go out to the resort myself.”

      “Sweetie, I would really rather you didn’t.” Landon lowered his voice. I couldn’t decide if it was because he was embarrassed to be caught begging or he was trying to placate the feisty blonde.

      “I’m going.” Bay was firm. “I’ll be fine. It’s a nice day, and I won’t be wandering around the woods. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Besides, I’ll go with her,” Tillie offered. “You’ll have nothing to worry about as long as I’m there to supervise.”

      Landon’s grimace turned into a scowl. “That doesn’t make me feel any better. In fact, that makes me feel worse. The idea of the two of you running around that resort is enough to give me indigestion. Can’t you please wait, Bay?”

      Bay looked caught. She clearly didn’t want to hurt Landon’s feelings, but she was determined to return to the resort. I couldn’t fathom why, but was dying to find out. That’s why I decided to interject myself into the argument, which, in hindsight, was probably a mistake.

      “I need to go back, too,” I offered, wrapping my hands around the mug. “I can go with her.”

      Landon turned his incredulous eyes to me. “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah, excuse me?” Jack was equally annoyed. “We didn’t discuss that.”

      “I wasn’t aware I had to discuss my plans with you,” I sniffed, locking gazes with Bay. I knew she would decide her own fate – she had that air about her – and I wanted to make sure I wasn’t forgotten in the melee. “If you’re game to go out to the resort, I’d be more than happy to go with you.”

      Bay made up her mind on the spot. “The more the merrier. Sounds like a fun morning.”

      “Oh, geez.” Landon pinched the bridge of his nose. “This has mistake written all over it.”

      “Don’t worry.” Tillie patted his arm. “I’ll be there to keep things under control.”

      “And I’m going to need to start my day with a drink,” Landon muttered. “I think my liver is going to be shot before the week is out at this rate.”

      I couldn’t help but worry he was right.
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      “I can’t believe you didn’t let me drive,” Tillie griped as she climbed out of the passenger seat of Bay’s car. Bay parked in front of the main lobby, which I hadn’t entered when I’d been at the resort yesterday, so I was excited to see it. Of course, I was also nervous because the possibility of running into people I’d previously met was high. I hadn’t thought about that when I volunteered to accompany Bay.

      “Your truck still has the plow on it and there’s nothing to plow,” Bay argued, adopting a long-suffering sigh only family members familiar with specific quirks can muster. “Besides, you shouldn’t have a license. You’re a terrible driver.”

      “Okay, you’re definitely on my list,” Tillie grumbled, staring at the resort’s main building. “Huh. Is this place bigger?”

      “When was the last time you were here?” I asked.

      “Probably the seventies.”

      “Oh, well, I assume they made some changes,” I offered, smiling. “It’s a beautiful resort. Do you golf? I’ll bet the course is gorgeous.”

      “Why would I want to golf?” Tillie asked, scuffing her shoes against the concrete as we walked up the sidewalk. “What fun is there in hitting a ball with a stick? If I want to hit something with a stick, I want it to move first. Otherwise it’s too easy.”

      I was taken aback. “What do you hit with sticks?”

      Tillie shrugged. “I’m not a big fan of moles. They mess up my garden.”

      “So you hit them with a stick?” My eyes widened. “Do you kill them?”

      “Not with a stick. That’s what the gun is for.”

      Bay shifted her shoulders and glared at her great-aunt. “Where is your gun, by the way? I told Landon you were walking with it in town and he went to find it and came up empty. I’m sure you were anticipating that, though. Is it in the greenhouse? The door was locked yesterday.”

      Tillie’s face flickered between annoyance and faux innocence. “Why would you be trying to get in my greenhouse? You don’t garden.”

      “I could garden,” Bay shot back. “You’re trying to distract me. Where is your gun?”

      “I don’t have a gun. I think you’re mistaken.” Tillie shifted her eyes toward the kitschy gift shop area. “That’s where I’ll be if you need me.”

      Bay’s mouth dropped open. “I thought you were here to help me.”

      “I am here to help you. I’m going to help myself, too. They have a candy shop. I’ll ask questions about Penny Schilling there. Bakers and candy makers are always thick with the good gossip.”

      I had no idea if that was true, but Bay seemed resigned.

      “Fine,” Bay growled. “Don’t get in trouble, though. Don’t call anyone names … and don’t put anyone on your list. By the way, you don’t have any mortal enemies who work here, do you?”

      Tillie shrugged, unbothered by Bay’s tone. “It’s a small world, Bay, and my enemies list is ever growing. I can’t answer that question until I see who works here. You know that.”

      “Okay, but if you get arrested, call Mom for bail money. I’m going to pretend I don’t know you.”

      “So it will be like you’re in middle school again.” Tillie’s smile was sunny. “I’ll see you in a little bit. By the way, if you get arrested, don’t come crying to me. Call ‘The Man’ and make him bail you out.”

      “I don’t get arrested,” Bay countered.

      Tillie snorted. “I seem to remember a time or two where you were arrested with me.”

      “That happened once.”

      “It happened a few times when you were little,” Tillie countered. “I merely told you we were visiting Terry so you wouldn’t cry. You girls were such whiners when you were younger.”

      “Whatever.” Bay, a dark expression on her face, watched her great-aunt cross the parking lot. When she realized I was staring at her she squared her shoulders and forced a smile. “So … um … shall we?” She gestured toward the main entry.

      I nodded as I fell into step with her, the weight of trying to think up passable conversation causing my shoulders to slump. “So, your aunt seems fun.”

      Bay snorted. “She has her moments. She actually was fun to grow up in the same house with. She always took us on adventures … and I don’t know anyone who doesn’t love a good adventure.”

      The shift in Bay’s attitude once Tillie was out of hearing distance was remarkable. “You love her.”

      “Of course I love her. She’s my great-aunt.”

      “But … you like her, too.”

      “I understand her,” Bay corrected. “She likes attention, whether it’s negative or positive, and she truly enjoys keeping people on their toes. She’s a royal pain in the butt when she wants to be. She’s also loyal to a fault, and she’d die before letting harm come to anyone she loves.”

      “Does that include Thistle?”

      Bay smiled and this time the expression made it all the way to her eyes. “It definitely includes Thistle. They’re the most alike.”

      “Does Thistle believe that?”

      “If you hear her talk, the answer would be no,” Bay replied. “I think deep down she recognizes that she has a lot of Aunt Tillie in her. We all have a certain amount, just in different ways.”

      “Yeah, well … about last night … um … .” I had no idea how to broach the subject and found myself struggling for the right words. “I didn’t mean to infringe on your privacy. We were coming back late and Jack thought he heard something. We were checking out the noise and saw you. I promise we didn’t stay for very long.”

      That was a total lie, but it sounded better than the truth.

      “You were out there for almost an hour.” Bay said the words without recrimination and her eyes sparked with mirth when they locked with mine. “I knew you were out there the entire time.”

      “How?”

      “I … felt you. I guess that’s the easiest way to say it.”

      “You felt us?” That was interesting. “Are you psychic?”

      If Bay was surprised by the question, she didn’t show it. “No, I’m not psychic. Are you psychic?”

      Unlike Bay, who appeared to have the grace to remain unruffled during the oddest of circumstances, I could feel my cheeks burning under her pointed gaze. “Of course not. I … why would you ask that?”

      “Because you’re hiding something.” Bay’s answer was simple, succinct and said without malice. The observation was also terrifying. “I’ve known you were hiding something since you arrived.”

      “That’s kind of funny,” I admitted, hoping my voice wouldn’t crack as I fought to remain calm. “I’ve thought the same thing about you since we met.”

      “What do you think we’re hiding?”

      “I thought we were going to discover it last night, but all we saw was naked dancing and heavy petting,” I replied, refusing to back down.

      “Who was doing the petting?” Bay was mortified. “I wasn’t paying attention to everyone else.”

      “Then you should know who was doing the petting.”

      Bay’s face was blank. “I … .”

      “It was you and Landon,” I offered helpfully. “You guys were in your own little world. I couldn’t hear what you were saying to each other, but there was definitely some petting.”

      For the first time since the conversation began over breakfast an hour before, Bay finally showed signs of embarrassment. Her cheeks flooded with color as she scratched the side of her nose. “Oh, well, I guess we were feeling a bit … cuddly … last night?”

      I barked out a laugh, genuinely amused. “Cuddly? Is that what you guys call it?”

      “I knew we had an audience, but I kind of forgot,” Bay offered lamely. “Aunt Tillie makes her own wine and it’s stronger than anything you can find in a store. Once you have a few sips of that … whoa, baby … you kind of forget your surroundings.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the embarrassment on her face. “It’s okay. You guys weren’t being gratuitous or anything. In fact, it was kind of sweet.”

      “What was sweet about it? Landon was making up dirty limericks about bacon.”

      “Yeah, he seems obsessed with bacon, huh?”

      “He is, but now that he has an audience he plays to it because it’s easier than discussing the pros and cons of a Bigfoot murder,” Bay explained, holding open the large glass door so I could enter in front of her. “It’s just his thing. He does eat a lot of it, though.”

      “You guys seem happy together.”

      “We are.” Bay’s expression was thoughtful as she met my gaze. “What about you and Jack? Are you happy together?”

      The question caught me off guard. It was so absurd that I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “Jack and me?” I sputtered, legitimately amused. “We’re not together.”

      “You’re not?” Bay didn’t look convinced. “Almost every time I’ve seen you since you arrived, you’ve been with Jack.”

      That couldn’t be right. “I just joined the team,” I explained. “I graduated from college this semester. Technically I haven’t graduated yet. The ceremony isn’t for another two weeks.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Bay’s smile was impish. “I asked about Jack.”

      “And I’m explaining that I barely know him.”

      “That doesn’t mean there’s nothing there.” Bay climbed the stairs that led to the front desk. “I guess you’re not ready to deal with that, this being your first big job and all. When you’re ready, though, don’t look past Jack.”

      “He doesn’t like me,” I argued. “He thinks I’m immature. Last night he yelled at me as if I were a child.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “I … well … Millie convinced me to come to a party out here,” I admitted. “It was on the eighteenth green of the golf course.”

      “So you have been out here before.” Bay wasn’t accusatory, but the way she bobbed her head made me realize she suspected it already. “Were you here yesterday afternoon?”

      “I … yes.” I saw no reason to lie. “Jack wanted to question some of the workers. I saw you staring out a window when we were here. I didn’t approach you because Jack seemed to want to keep it a secret.”

      “Landon figured you guys would come out here,” Bay noted. “It’s okay. You didn’t break any laws.”

      “We used the ambulance code to get behind the property gate.” I lowered my gaze to my feet. “I’m pretty sure that’s against the law.”

      “It’s not a big law. Don’t worry about it.”

      I pursed my lips. “That seems like an odd thing for the girlfriend of an FBI agent to say.”

      “Yes, well, I’m a Winchester first,” Bay offered. “We were taught that the only rule you had to worry about was the one about not hurting others. Little rules were meant to be broken.”

      “Do you still believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Bigfoot? Do you believe in that?”

      Bay shrugged. “I believe there are a lot of magical things in this world that people don’t understand,” she said. “I’m of the mind that you should never rule anything out.”

      “I kind of believe that too.”

      “I know. I can tell.” Bay turned her attention to the bustling lobby. “Now, let’s see if we can find the wife of the bartender, shall we? I hear Penny was shtupping him and the wife most certainly had to know. Let’s go this way.”

      

      IT DIDN’T TAKE long to realize that Bay Winchester was fun to be around. She showed no nervousness when it came to questioning people – even thinking fast on her feet when confronted by the suspicious head of security about our presence at the resort. By the time we tracked down Phyllis Grimes she was determined.

      “Let me do the talking,” Bay instructed, moving in the woman’s direction with clear purpose.

      “That sounds like something your great-aunt would say,” I pointed out.

      “That’s who I learned from.” Instead of approaching Phyllis with a bright smile, Bay took a different approach. She kept her face impassive as she rested her hands on the other side of the concierge desk. “Are you Phyllis Grimes?”

      The round-faced woman behind the desk was pleasing to the eyes. She was clearly used to disgruntled guests, because she fixed Bay with a bright smile even though Bay took a no-nonsense tone with her. “Can I help you? Is there a problem with your room?”

      “I don’t have a room,” Bay replied. “My name is Bay Winchester. I’m a reporter with The Whistler. Er, actually, I’m the owner now. I’m still getting used to it. That’s a long story, though. That’s the newspaper in Hemlock Cove.”

      Phyllis’ smile slipped. “I’m familiar with it … and now that you mention it, I recognize you.”

      “Great,” Bay said, not missing a beat. “We’re here looking for information on Penny Schilling. She was murdered and her body was dumped behind the Dandridge lighthouse.”

      “I … heard about that.” Phyllis, already pale, turned even whiter. “I’m not with Human Resources, so I don’t know much about her service here.”

      “We have questions,” Bay explained.

      “I’m not authorized to answer questions about Penny’s work history.” Phyllis made a big show of organizing the envelopes on her side of the desk. “You should speak with someone in Human Resources.”

      “I talked to them yesterday,” Bay said. “We also talked to some workers who told us about some of Penny’s more … colorful … avenues of interest. One of those avenues happens to be your husband.”

      Bay’s bold tactics flabbergasted me. I would’ve tried to butter up the woman a bit, but Bay went straight for the jugular. Phyllis’ cold stare told me Bay hit the exact nerve she was after.

      “Are you saying that my husband was involved with Penny Schilling?”

      Bay nodded without hesitation. “Yes.”

      “We’re happily married!”

      “That’s not what all of the workers say,” Bay countered. “They say your husband sleeps with everyone, you know it, and that Penny was only his latest conquest.”

      “I … you … I … you can’t say things like that to me,” Phyllis spat, her temper flaring. “My husband is a good and loyal man. He’s a great father.”

      “He also can’t keep it in his pants,” Bay said calmly. “Where were you three nights ago, Mrs. Grimes?”

      Phyllis narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits, lowering her voice as she leaned forward. “You are not a police officer. I don’t have to answer your questions.”

      “That’s fine.” Bay was airy, seemingly unbothered, even though Jim Green, the head of security, was back and watching us from a few feet away. “The police and FBI will be here to talk to you in a few hours about some new evidence they have. I thought you might want to get your statement on record with the public before that happens.”

      Phyllis jerked her eyes to the door, fearful. “They wouldn’t dare question me here.”

      “They don’t care where they question you, just that they get answers,” Bay countered. “Well, if you don’t want to talk to me, I’ll take what everyone else said and move on from there.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Phyllis grabbed Bay’s arm, digging her fingernails in as she locked gazes with the reporter. “That slut got what she deserved. Everyone knows it. That doesn’t mean I did anything to her. You stay away from my husband and me. Don’t even think of asking him questions. We’re innocent.”

      “Phyllis, don’t let her get to you,” Green ordered, stepping closer to the hysterical woman and keeping his eyes on her rather than us. “You’re playing right into her hands.”

      Bay remained unnaturally calm as she stared into the woman’s eyes. “Where were you three nights ago?” she repeated finally, catching me off guard with the question. I thought for sure she would apologize for upsetting the woman. I was convinced she’d back off. Instead she drilled deeper. “Were you with Penny?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Green snapped, moving behind the desk and grabbing Phyllis’ arm. “Don’t even think about answering that.”

      Phyllis stared into Green’s eyes and then stiffly nodded. “Right. Right.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Phyllis,” Green soothed. “I’ll get rid of them.”

      “You stay away from us,” Phyllis seethed, spittle forming at the corners of her mouth as she fought to regroup. “You’ll be sorry if you don’t.”

      “Like Penny was sorry?”

      “Like … mind your own business!” Phyllis pulled away from Green and turned on her heel, disappearing into the office on the other side of the desk.

      I risked a glance at Bay and didn’t miss the small smile playing at the corners of her mouth or the defiant stare she bored in Green’s direction. “Why did you do that?” I asked, genuinely curious. “She would’ve been more prone to answer if you were nicer to her.”

      “I’ve heard some disturbing things about her,” Bay explained. “One of the young women who is at the diner now worked here for a few months. She said Phyllis attacked her for putting in a drink order with Bob Grimes … even though he’s the bartender and you’re supposed to put your drinks in with him. The woman said Phyllis accused her of sleeping with her husband and threatened her. She said she was crazy.”

      “So you wanted to make her crazier?” That made absolutely no sense to me.

      Bay shrugged. “I want to see what she’ll do. She won’t answer questions and I don’t have the authority to ask the ones I really want to ask. That will be up to Landon and Chief Terry.”

      “So now what do we do?” I asked, confused.

      Bay pointed toward the couch that faced the concierge desk. “We watch and see how she melts down.”

      “You’re kind of mean,” I said, the words escaping even though I was mildly impressed.

      Bay wasn’t bothered. “I learned that from Aunt Tillie, too.”
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      True to her word, Tillie met us at Bay’s car later that afternoon.

      “The chocolate in that place sucks a wizard’s nut,” Tillie announced, tossing a bag of candy in Bay’s direction. “Only give that to someone you hate. It will give you the runs.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing as Bay calmly nodded.

      “I’ll drop it in front of Mrs. Little’s store or something,” Bay offered, distracted.

      “That’s a great idea.” Tillie brightened considerably until she took a moment to absorb Bay’s countenance. “What’s wrong, pouty?”

      “How well do you know Phyllis Grimes?” Bay asked, rolling her neck until it cracked. I thought she would keep what happened inside to herself – perhaps embarrassed because she chased off Phyllis – but she appeared to be focused on something else.

      “Phyllis Grimes?” Tillie wrinkled her nose. “That name doesn’t mean a heck of a lot to me. Why?”

      “She’s Bob Grimes’ wife.”

      “Who is Bob Grimes?” Tillie asked, confused.

      “He’s the bartender,” Bay replied. “He was having an affair with Penny Schilling.”

      “And she’s the woman eaten by Bigfoot?” Tillie didn’t look impressed. “Well, was she sleeping around with everyone or just someone else’s someone?”

      “Everyone,” I answered automatically. “She was sleeping with the head of purchasing, the head of security and the chief bartender. The guys we partied with last night also told me that she would sleep with anyone if she was bored.”

      Tillie’s expression turned appraising. “You partied with the manual laborers and got some good information. I couldn’t be more proud if you were one of my own.”

      The compliment caught me off guard. “I … well … thank you.”

      “She’s not done yet,” Bay said dryly.

      “You should’ve asked about the wife,” Tillie added. “She’s obviously the key. How did you approach her, Bay?”

      “Like you would’ve done.”

      “You accused her and she ran and hid?” Tillie tapped her chin. “Hmm. Why did you think I would know this woman?”

      “Because she’s Anna Stewart’s daughter,” Bay replied, her eyes traveling back to the resort’s main door. “She was ahead of us in school by quite a bit. I don’t know much about her. I’m not sure she recognized me before I introduced myself.”

      “She doesn’t live in Hemlock Cove, right?” I was still trying to follow all of the small town familial trails.

      Bay shook her head. “She lives here. I see her in town from time to time – her mother still lives in Hemlock Cove – but I don’t think she spends much time hanging around at town festivals.”

      “Oh, Phyllis Stewart?” Tillie bobbed her head. “I know who you’re talking about. Fat girl? Wears her hair so short that she kind of looks like a pig?”

      Bay heaved a sigh. “You can’t say things like that. She’s not fat. She’s very … pretty.”

      Tillie made a face that would’ve made me laugh under different circumstances. Much like Bay, though, I wasn’t keen on making fun of people’s looks. “Oh, please. You’re such a whiner. I didn’t raise you to be politically correct, Bay.”

      “You raised me to torture my enemies with yellow snow and curses,” Bay countered. “This woman isn’t my enemy, though. From everything I heard about her yesterday, she’s not exactly pleasant. But that doesn’t mean she’s a terrible person. If your husband cheated on you with everything that moved, you’d probably be unpleasant too.”

      “No one would ever cheat on me,” Tillie countered. “I’m a dynamo in the sack. Men have written sonnets about it. I could totally do it professionally if I was so inclined.”

      Tillie Winchester was in her eighties. I didn’t have an exact age, but I was sure of that. To hear her say those words was enough to cause me to double over with laughter.

      “What is she carrying on about?” Tillie asked, annoyed.

      “She thinks it’s funny that you called yourself a ‘dynamo in the sack,’” Bay explained. “She’s trying to picture you doing just that.”

      “Oh, gross.” Tillie smacked my arm. “I didn’t realize you were a pervert. Knock that off or I’ll put you on my list.”

      I had the strength to silence myself and straighten, although just barely. I took a few moments to collect myself and then shifted my gaze to the huge windows at the front of the lobby. I could clearly make out Phyllis Grimes standing in one. She watched us with outright hatred.

      “What do you think we should do?” I asked, once my laughter was contained. “Do you think she’s guilty?”

      “We can’t know that until we know exactly what happened,” Bay answered, resting her hand on top of her car. “We need to talk to Landon.”

      “What is he going to do?” I was honestly curious.

      “Other than kiss her and leave her breathless? He eats a lot of bacon and yells like a bossy cow,” Tillie replied.

      Bay shot her great-aunt a dark look. “Don’t say things like that about him.”

      “I was merely testing to see if you were listening,” Tillie countered. “You know I love Landon dearly.”

      Bay narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to tell him you said that.”

      “Go ahead. I’ll deny it.”

      “He’ll believe me because I don’t have a history of lying,” Bay countered.

      “He’ll believe me because I’m mean to him and that will never change.” Tillie threw open the car door and stared inside for a moment. “I want to drive.”

      “Over my dead body,” Bay countered, opening the driver’s side door. “You can drive your own truck when we get back to town.”

      “You’re such a kvetch when you want to be,” Tillie grumbled.

      “I still don’t know what a kvetch is,” I admitted.

      “It’s Bay right now,” Tillie offered. “A whiner and complainer.”

      “Doesn’t that make you the queen of kvetches?” I asked, the words escaping a second before I realized how dumb it was to say something like that.

      Bay’s eyes widened to comical proportions as she risked a glance at Tillie. I realized I was holding my breath and let out a long gasp as Tillie glared at me.

      “I … um … .”

      “Don’t say anything to ruin it,” Tillie said after a beat, turning to face forward. “I’m starting to like you.”

      “That’s high praise indeed,” I teased.

      “I said starting,” Tillie stressed. “That doesn’t mean I won’t put you on my list.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Tillie grabbed the offensive candy and rested it on her knee. “Drop me off in town. I have an errand to run.”

      Bay eyed her, suspicious. “Mrs. Little?”

      “I have other enemies.”

      “Fine. If you get arrested, though, don’t call me.”

      “Do I ever?”

      “At least three times since I moved back to town.”

      “So you’re due.”

      

      BAY PARKED in front of the newspaper office, barely spared a glance for Tillie as she scampered across the parking lot, and then pointed herself in the direction of the diner. I followed her for lack of something better to do but I had no idea what we were doing.

      “What now?”

      “I need lunch,” Bay replied. “Landon is at the diner.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because his Explorer is at the police station and it’s noon,” Bay replied. “He and Chief Terry like to eat lunch and talk about the case at noon whenever possible. They’re creatures of habit.”

      “Do you think they’re alike?”

      Bay nodded. “In a lot of ways they are. Why do you ask?”

      “Because they say that girls marry their fathers, and Mrs. Gunderson said the chief was essentially your father.”

      Bay’s shoulders were stiff as she swiveled and my heart sank at the expression on her face.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered lamely. “I didn’t mean it.”

      “I think you did mean it, and that’s the problem.” Bay wet her lips. “I think you’re nice … and smart … and funny. I need you to know that.”

      My stomach twisted but I managed to nod. “Thank you.”

      “I also think you’re young and impulsive,” Bay added. “You need to think before you speak. I know it’s hard. I’m a Winchester so … trust me. I know it’s freaking hard. You still need to do it. You won’t make it far in this line of work if you don’t take other people’s feelings into consideration.”

      “Did you take Phyllis Grimes’ feelings into consideration when you went after her today?”

      Bay’s expression was unreadable as she tilted her head to the side. “I’m looking for a killer. What are you doing?”

      “I … um … .”

      “That’s what I thought.” Bay ran her hands through her hair as we approached the diner. “Take it from someone who does and says stupid things every single day, there’s going to come a time when you want to take something back. You won’t be able to, and it will eat at you.”

      “That happens on a regular basis with me,” I admitted. “You, too?”

      Bay nodded. “Because I’m related to Aunt Tillie and Thistle, people rarely notice when I say stupid things. That doesn’t mean I don’t say them. It also doesn’t mean I don’t regret them.”

      “I’m sorry. I … that wasn’t a smart thing to say.”

      Bay snorted, the inelegant display causing my discomfort to ratchet up a notch. “I notice that you said it wasn’t a smart thing to say, but you’re not exactly taking it back.”

      “Should I take it back?” The question came out as something of a challenge even though I wasn’t looking for a fight. I have tone issues sometimes that I can’t explain. People think I’m trying to goad them when in reality I only want to learn.

      “You’re not wrong,” Bay said. “Chief Terry is my father in all the ways that count. That doesn’t change the fact that I do have a father. It also doesn’t change the fact that my relationship with Chief Terry and my father is none of your business.”

      “I … I really am sorry.”

      “I know you are.” Bay’s lips curved and she turned back to the diner. “That doesn’t mean you don’t need to think before you speak. You don’t want to grow up to be Aunt Tillie. I can pretty much guarantee that.”

      Bay didn’t wait to see if I had a response, instead disappearing inside of the diner. Perhaps she realized that I couldn’t stop talking until someone else ended the conversation and was doing me a favor. It’s one of my weaknesses.

      She was right about Landon being inside, of course. He brightened when she breezed in, accepting her proffered kiss and making room for her between himself and the chief. I didn’t immediately notice that they weren’t alone. Jack and Bernard sat with them, and they seemed to be involved in a serious conversation. I didn’t have many options, so I joined them.

      “You should order something to eat,” Jack said, moving so I could sit between him and Bernard. “I was starting to get worried, you were gone so long. What did you find out at the resort?”

      “Well, Bay approached the wife of the bartender right away and basically accused her of knowing about her husband’s affair. We didn’t get much further than that,” I answered.

      “You did what?” Landon rarely raised his voice to Bay, but he looked furious now.

      “This would be another instance where you should think before you speak,” Bay said, pressing the heel of her hand to her forehead and avoiding Landon’s accusatory eyes. “I have a headache.”

      “You do not have a headache,” Landon countered. “What did you say to the Grimes woman? I told you that we were going to question her. Why did you take it upon yourself to do it first?”

      “I spent the entire day with Aunt Tillie and another woman who has no filter,” Bay countered. “I have a huge headache. I think my head might even fall off it hurts so much.”

      “Don’t yell at her,” Chief Davenport ordered. “We need to give her some aspirin.”

      “Oh, you’re playing to your audience,” Landon muttered. “You know Terry won’t yell at you and you’re counting on that. Just because he’s a softie doesn’t mean I won’t yell at you. Now that woman knows we’re coming, Bay. She’ll have time to think of a story.”

      “Did you honestly think she wouldn’t have time to think of one?” Bay challenged. “I wanted to see her face when I mentioned Penny. Sue me.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She melted down, threatened me and then hid in the back office for two hours,” Bay replied, unruffled. “She clearly knows something.”

      “Does she really know something or is this like when you were convinced Clove was keeping something from you and you got thrown from a horse because you were distracted?” Landon challenged.

      Bay scalded him with a dark look. “Clove was hiding something. And you know darned well that’s not why I fell off the horse.”

      “Why did you fall off the horse?” I asked.

      “Never mind,” Bay and Landon answered in unison, their eyes zeroed in on each other.

      “I think that they want you to mind your own business,” Jack cautioned, his voice low. “I’m guessing that you don’t want to get into the middle of whatever they’re about to fight about.”

      “They’re not going to fight,” the chief said, handing Bay one of his onion rings and grinning when he saw Landon’s scowl. “This is just how they interact occasionally. When two dominant personalities share space in the same relationship things like this happen.”

      “Don’t eat that onion ring,” Landon ordered. “I won’t be able to kiss you when it’s time to make up if you do.”

      “You could eat half of it and then we’d both smell,” Bay suggested.

      Landon took his half of the onion ring and wordlessly popped it into his mouth. He muttered something, which sounded suspiciously like “you’re still in trouble,” but I couldn’t be sure because he turned back to his burger and fries, the argument seemingly forgotten.

      “What did you guys find today?” Bay asked, grabbing another onion ring from the chief’s plate.

      “We found out that Penny had bruises on her body but definitely bled out from the wound in her throat,” Landon replied.

      “So an animal did kill her?” I couldn’t help but be surprised.

      “We were just talking about that,” Jack countered. “The medical examiner can’t say with any certainty that a weapon wasn’t used. If it was a weapon, she’s not sure what it was. She hasn’t ruled out teeth, though.”

      “There were also multiple strains of animal DNA in the wound,” Landon added. “The medical examiner can’t identify it. She came up with, like, three animals instead of one. It’s … odd … and a little gross when you add in the teeth ripping the flesh.”

      Huh. And there went my appetite. “So … it was Bigfoot?” I had trouble wrapping my head around the sentence, but that seemed the obvious choice now despite Penny’s personal life.

      “We honestly have no idea,” Landon admitted. “We either have to find a weapon that could make that wound pattern or start searching the woods for a predator big enough to kill a grown woman.”

      “And we’ve ruled out a bear, right?” I pressed.

      “Bears are big and clumsy,” Terry supplied. “Whatever killed Penny was cunning and it boasted the ability to use thought.”

      “And move a body,” Bay added.

      “There is that, too,” Terry conceded. “There wasn’t enough blood at the scene to account for the volume missing from Penny’s body. That means she wasn’t killed where we found her.”

      “Maybe someone cut her throat in one location and didn’t realize that she wasn’t dead until they transported her someplace else,” Bay suggested. “Maybe half of her blood volume was lost in the original spot, but she really did bleed out and die in the woods.”

      “We’re not ruling anything out, but we can’t rule anything in either,” Chief Davenport said. “All I can say with any certainty is that no one should take anything for granted … and that includes you and your cousins. No running around the woods without proper supervision.”

      “I’m not nine,” Bay argued. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Were you in the woods with your mother and aunts last night?” the chief challenged. “I got a complaint that there was some naked dancing.”

      Bay shot an accusatory look in my direction, causing me to instinctively raise my hands in protest. “It wasn’t me.”

      “It was Margaret Little,” Landon said, handing Bay a french fry. “You know she complains every time she thinks you guys are dancing. She calls in four times a month, even though you guys are only out there one night a month. He’s messing with you.”

      “Do I even want to know how you know that?” Chief Davenport challenged.

      Landon shrugged. “I can promise there’s always wine involved.”

      “And bacon poems,” Bay teased.

      Their earlier skirmish forgotten, Landon wrinkled his nose as he kissed the corner of Bay’s mouth. “I’ll recite that for you again tonight.”

      “Don’t do that.” The chief reached around Bay and flicked Landon’s ear. “I’m not joking about wandering around in the woods, Bay. If there is an animal out there … well … I don’t want you coming up against it.”

      “I’m not worried about an animal,’ Bay said. “I’m worried about a human that acts like an animal.”

      “Either way, everyone needs to be careful,” the chief warned. “We have no idea if this was a one-time thing or just the beginning.”

      And that right there was a terrifying thought.
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      Landon and Chief Davenport agreed to allow Jack to accompany them on their second search of Penny’s house. I was understandably surprised by their easygoing attitudes, but given the shift in the investigation they were open to new ideas and felt Jack fit better into their world than ours given his doubts about man-eating monsters right from the start.

      Landon insisted Bay tag along – which I found equally weird – and that left me to decide what I wanted do. Ultimately it wasn’t difficult. I was keen to see Penny’s home base. I’m a busybody by nature. Even though it looked likely that our expertise might be needed to track an animal rather than a human after all, I couldn’t shake the suspicion that an important clue remained overlooked.

      I rode with Jack as we followed Landon along the streets leading out of town. We were alone, so I took the opportunity to study Jack’s features. He didn’t look happy.

      “Do you wish I hadn’t come?”

      “Huh? What?” Jack jerked his head to me, seemingly ripped out of some reverie. “No. It’s fine. Just don’t touch anything when we get there.”

      “Are you angry with me?”

      “I’m not happy with you for taking off with Bay this morning without asking whether it was a good idea. But you came back in one piece, so I guess I don’t have anything to complain about.”

      “But … why were you angry in the first place?”

      “Good grief.” Jack kept his right hand on the steering wheel and rubbed his forehead with the left. “You never stop asking questions, do you? It’s as if you can’t just sit there and be quiet for five minutes.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Is that really another question?”

      I opened my mouth, something snarky on the tip of my tongue, and then snapped it shut. I didn’t need him or his stupid attitude. I crossed my arms over my chest and stared out the window, the foliage blurring as I let my mind wander. The only problem I had is that my mind refused to drift very far. It kept circling back to Jack and his stupid comment, like a shark scenting blood in the water.

      “I don’t ask a lot of questions,” I exploded, after what felt like at least fifteen minutes of insufferable silence.

      “Two minutes and forty-five seconds,” Jack noted, glancing at his watch. “Is that a new record?”

      If I could have kicked him in his naughty bits without risking a car accident I would have done it. “Whatever!”

      Jack heaved a weary sigh, dragging a hand through his hair as he kept his eyes on Landon’s tail lights. “Can I ask you something?”

      “That’s rich coming from the guy who doesn’t like questions.”

      Jack ignored the sarcasm. “Where do you think Chris is today?”

      Despite my determination to pretend Jack fell into a black hole and I couldn’t see or hear him, the question caught me off guard, and I jerked my head in his direction. “What do you mean?”

      “Where is Chris today?” Jack repeated.

      “I … don’t know.” Hmm. Where was he headed with this line of questioning? It couldn’t be good.

      “Why don’t you know?”

      “Is this some sort of game?” I tugged on my limited patience to keep from exploding. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, so why don’t you just tell me.”

      “Well, you’re an employee of the foundation, which means you should be doing what your boss says, right?”

      My heart twisted as I bit down on the inside of my cheek. “Did Chris say something to you?”

      “No, because I told him I had you running errands,” Jack replied.

      “You did?”

      “I did. Charlie, I get that you’re enthusiastic and this is the first time that you’ve been in the thick of things, but you need to remember that you’re an employee. You can’t just do whatever you want to do whenever the mood strikes. We have a chain of command, and you, my dear, are at the bottom of it right now.”

      “But … I went with Bay,” I protested, immediately realizing how lame the argument sounded. That didn’t stop me from piling on. “I was trying to help her.”

      “And Bay is her own boss – er, at least from what I can tell – and she was doing the work she needed to do,” Jack argued. “Landon and the chief spent the morning investigating and talking to the medical examiner because that’s part of their job description. Hannah did the same because that’s part of her job description.

      “Millie spent the morning nursing a hangover because she can pretty much do whatever she wants,” he continued. “That left Laura and Chris to go back to the scene. They set up cameras so they could record the area and they made plans for potential overnight visits to that spot – which I really don’t want to think about right now. They did the work, though. They were there. Did you know that?”

      “I … no.” I swallowed hard, shame washing over me.

      “I didn’t think so,” Jack said. “Chris came looking for you this morning to help him go through the footage. He thought you would be excited.”

      “I would’ve been happy to do that,” I said.

      “Yes, but you weren’t around,” Jack pointed out. “This was after you stole one of the rental vehicles and took off with Millie last night. This was after you watched the Winchesters dance naked under the moon.”

      “You did that, too,” I protested.

      Jack’s grin lit up his handsome face at the same time it made me want to punch him. “I like your enthusiasm and I think you’re competent … when you want to be. You still have a boss, Charlie.”

      “I know. I just … when Bay said she was going back I thought I could offer her some help. I wasn’t trying to shirk work. Honestly, that’s not who I am.”

      Jack’s expression softened, although only marginally. “I get that. I think you are a hard worker. I think your biggest problem is that you get distracted and abandon important tasks because you see something shiny and new to focus on. That said, you’re lying about why you went with Bay this morning.”

      “I am not.” The words were out of my mouth before I took the time to ascertain whether or not they were true.

      “You went with Bay because you’re fascinated with the Winchesters,” Jack said, ignoring the tinny quality of my voice. “You think there’s something off about them – and I don’t disagree – but they’re not why we’re here. I think they have a few secrets too, but I don’t think one of them is that they’re hiding Bigfoot in Tillie’s greenhouse.”

      I swallowed the ball of self-doubt pooling in my throat. “I don’t think they had anything to do with Penny Schilling’s death. I just … thought I would offer my help. It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      “Good. See that it doesn’t.” Jack tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as he followed Landon’s Explorer into a condominium development. From what I remembered of my drive to the resort, it was located about halfway between Hemlock Cove and the main resort building.

      “Just out of curiosity, what did you tell Chris I was doing?” I asked, my voice low as I unfastened my seatbelt.

      “I told him you were conducting research at the newspaper,” Jack replied. “He thought that was a good idea.”

      “I did that yesterday.”

      “He doesn’t know that.”

      “Okay, well, thank you … I guess.” I reached for the door handle, but Jack stilled me with a hand on my arm.

      “Charlie, I’m not trying to be the bad guy here. You need to pay attention – maybe get your head out of the clouds – and focus on the job you were hired to do.”

      “I’ll do better.” I meant it. It was my third day on the job and I was already slacking. That’s not how I was raised. The guilt settled in my stomach like a hard, immovable ball.

      “Okay.” Jack forced a smile, his dark eyes searching my face. “This is a fun gig if you relax and enjoy it. But there is work to do.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got it.”

      “Okay.”

      I gripped the door handle, raising my head as I did. Bay stood in front of the Tahoe staring, her expression unreadable as she glanced between Jack and me. Somehow I knew what she was thinking, but she was so far off she needed another ZIP code to be in the right area.

      This was so not how I saw this day going.

      

      PENNY’S CONDO was really a condominium in name only. It was clear that the facility had once been apartments – and low-quality ones at that – and I couldn’t help feeling unbelievably sorry for the woman when I saw how messy the one-bedroom was.

      “Who lives like this?” I asked, horrified as I stepped around a plate of half-eaten food – it looked to be rotting spaghetti, but I couldn’t be sure given the mold – sitting in the middle of the tiny living room. “Did someone break in and do this?”

      “No, this is how she left it,” Landon replied, riffling through a stack of mail. “Women are messier than men in some instances. When I first started dating Bay she left her underwear around the guesthouse. She wasn’t the only one. Thistle and Clove did it, too. They didn’t think anything of it. So when I sat on the couch I’d find my head leaning against a bra and panties. It was … distracting, to say the least.”

      “Was it dirty?” Jack’s expression was grim. “Like … were they stripping in the middle of the living room and just leaving their panties behind?”

      Landon narrowed his eyes as he glanced over his shoulder. “That’s my girlfriend you’re picturing.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t,” Jack argued. “I was simply asking a question.”

      “I know exactly what you were asking, because I asked it, too,” Landon countered. “I pictured them having pillow fights and giggling. That’s not what was happening.”

      “What was happening?”

      “Don’t answer that question,” Chief Davenport growled. “I don’t want to know what they were doing. Those are my sweethearts. All three of them.”

      “Even Thistle?” I asked, dubious.

      “Even Thistle,” the chief replied, not missing a beat. “She looked like an angel when she was little. So did Clove and Bay. Bay had all of that light hair, and I swear there were times I looked at her and saw a halo.” He took on a wistful expression. “I won’t allow whatever story you’re about to tell to tarnish that halo.”

      “No, it’s not,” Landon argued. “There’s nothing nefarious or dirty about the story. Well, actually that’s not entirely true. All three of those girls were filthy. They refused to clean up after themselves. They’d strip on the way to the shower and just leave panties and bras behind. I was so disappointed when I learned the truth.”

      Bay poked her head out of the bedroom. “You know I can hear you, right?”

      “That’s why I’m talking so loud,” Landon replied.

      Bay rolled her eyes. “Did you notice that the window in here doesn’t latch properly?”

      Landon stilled, amusement from his storytelling skills fading as he moved in Bay’s direction. “No. Are you sure?”

      “Would I have said it if I wasn’t sure?”

      Curious, I followed the rest of the group into the bedroom. Penny was apparently even more slovenly when it came to this small space, because I had to take a step back when I saw the mountain of laundry heaped on the bed. “Did she leave that, too?”

      “No, we came in here and did laundry when we were bored,” Chief Davenport deadpanned, watching as Landon looked over the window. “That wasn’t like that when we were here yesterday.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Landon agreed, his hand automatically moving to Bay’s back. “Someone was in here after we left.”

      “Who?” My mind momentarily flashed to a picture of Bigfoot climbing through the window. “You don’t think it was an animal, do you?”

      “Not bloody likely.” Landon rubbed his chin and shot Jack a hard look. “You guys were out watching us last night. Before that, where were you?”

      “Do you think I’m a suspect?” Jack’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Why would we break into this place?”

      “I’m not suggesting you killed her,” Landon clarified. “I’m simply suggesting that you might’ve broken in here to investigate. If you did, we need to know now.”

      “They weren’t here,” Bay interjected, taking me by surprise with her fortitude. “Charlie and Millie attended a party at the resort. Bernard and Jack followed them. They weren’t in this apartment.”

      Landon let out a relieved breath. “Okay. Wait … how do you know that?”

      “Yeah, how do you know that?” Jack challenged.

      Bay pointed at me. She almost looked haughty in turning the tables to become the resident blabber. “Charlie told me.”

      “You have a huge mouth,” Jack grumbled, shaking his head. “You don’t have to answer every question people pose. You know that, right?”

      I shrugged, unbothered. “I saw no reason to lie. We weren’t doing anything wrong.”

      “Except for trespassing and drinking with underage minors,” Bay offered.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Really? Is this because I told Landon what you said to Phyllis Grimes?”

      Bay grinned. “Maybe. They won’t do anything to you anyway. The resort is in a different town. They don’t have jurisdiction.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a relief.” I brightened as I locked gazes with Jack. “See. No harm, no foul.”

      “I’m an FBI agent,” Landon reminded me. “I have jurisdiction wherever I want.”

      I deflated a bit. “Oh, well … hmm.”

      “Yeah, big mouth.” Jack muttered. “Get out of their line of sight so they forget you’re a lawbreaker.”

      “You were with me,” I complained, following him out of the bedroom.

      “I’m smart enough not to admit things like that,” Jack said, moving toward the kitchen. “See if you can find anything in the living room, okay? And keep out of trouble.”

      I shot him a dark look. “The only thing I’m going to find in the living room is the bubonic plague. Did you see the mold on the spaghetti?”

      Jack’s grin was utterly charming when he flashed it in my direction. “So definitely don’t eat it.”

      “Yes, I’ll try to refrain from eating the weeks-old spaghetti.”

      Jack snickered as he opened a cupboard. “Investigative work isn’t as much fun as you thought, huh?”

      “Now who can’t stop asking stupid questions?” I challenged, my cheeks burning as I slid around the offending plate. “Seriously, though, who lives like this?”

      “Someone who didn’t care about cleanliness,” Jack replied, his expression sobering. “Penny Schilling had a plan to get out of here. I think she was focused singularly on that. She didn’t care who she stepped on to get what she wanted.”

      “So are we back to a human killing her?”

      Jack held his hands palms up. “Your guess is as good as mine. I doubt very much a Dog Man opened that window and searched her apartment. I really don’t know what to think.”

      He wasn’t the only one.
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      When no one was looking I touched a few of Penny’s items, being careful to avoid anything that looked overtly filthy. Unfortunately – or, perhaps, fortunately – I didn’t get any flashes from the items I touched. Part of me was terrified I would see the woman’s death – it had happened before when I touched a wrecked vehicle after one of my classmates died in a terrible collision when I was a senior in high school. The other part of me wanted to see her death so we could put aside any debates about the killer being paranormal or human.

      It simply didn’t happen.

      When we were finished we headed back to the inn to regroup and get ready for dinner. Bernard had stayed in town, expressing zero interest in searching Penny’s apartment, so Jack sent Chris to pick him up when he was done at the scene. It was just the two of us on the long drive back to The Overlook.

      “What are you thinking?” Jack asked about halfway through our trip.

      “I’m thinking that Penny Schilling must’ve been an extremely sad individual.”

      Whatever answer he expected, that wasn’t it. Jack shifted on his seat. I could feel his eyes on me even though I didn’t turn to meet them. “Why do you say that?” Jack’s voice was soft.

      “She was clearly looking for something she never found,” I answered, keeping my gaze trained out the window. “I think it would have to be sad to be looking for something externally when the answers are probably internal and you don’t have the ability to seek them out.”

      “Profound.” Jack made a clicking sound with his tongue as he debated how to continue. “Not everyone knows what they want out of life at a young age. I think you understand what you want despite your youth. You seem to be driven to find answers.”

      “You don’t think Penny wanted answers?” It was almost a rhetorical question, and yet I still expected an answer.

      “I think Penny wanted comfort,” Jack clarified. “You saw her apartment. That wasn’t a home. It was a place to live. There are some people in this world who spend all of their time searching for what they think will be a happily ever after. In Penny’s case, I think that’s why she kept going for older men she believed could provide financial security.

      “Somewhere in her past, Penny went through life wanting things, maybe even food and warmth,” he continued. “She didn’t know what she wanted, but she was certain she didn’t want to be cold and hungry. I think that’s normal for people who grow up poor.”

      He spoke the words as if he had special insight into the issue, and I filed the notion away to reflect on later.

      “Penny was probably one of those people who have a hole inside of her that she was desperately trying to fill,” Jack continued. “A lot of people have holes like that. They use alcohol, food, sex, manipulation, tears … whatever … to fill that hole.”

      “And you think Penny used sex,” I mused, stretching my arms. “She thought if she could snag one of those top resort guys that she could fill the hole and then start living the life she thought she deserved.”

      Jack nodded. “She didn’t realize that you find the answers within when you want to plug a hole like that. A person can’t do that for you.”

      I dragged my eyes from the window and focused on him. “You don’t believe one person can complete another?”

      “I believe in love, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “It’s not.”

      Jack pursed his lips, seemingly straddling a line as he considered his next words. “I don’t believe that one person can fix another,” he said finally. “I do believe people can love and complement one another. Is that what you’re asking?”

      It wasn’t, but it was close enough.

      

      I WAS EXHAUSTED by the time we hit The Overlook, my late-night antics the previous evening finally catching up with me. I took a brief nap, my dreams so muddy and dark that I was relieved when I woke. I hopped in the shower, cleaned up, and then headed downstairs. Most of my team and the Winchesters were already in the dining room.

      “Sleep well?” Jack asked, lifting his eyebrows as he studied me. “You look better … kind of.”

      “Oh, well, thank you so much for the compliment,” I deadpanned, annoyance bubbling up. “I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you around to fluff my ego.”

      The words were biting, but Jack easily shrugged them off. “I only meant you have some color back in your cheeks. You still look tired.”

      “Sorry.” I mumbled the word into my hand as I rested my chin on my elbow.

      Instead of being offended, Jack smirked. “You’re more than welcome.”

      Dinner was a festive affair, but mealtimes apparently always are at The Overlook. Tillie sat at the head of the table regaling everyone with hilarious stories of her misspent youth. She peppered exciting babysitting tales throughout some of the more serious stories – including the time she made her great-nieces act as lookouts while she stole flowers from the cemetery.

      “That’s when Clove earned her nickname,” Tillie supplied. “That was the first time she was a complete and total kvetch.”

      “I was five,” Clove protested from the far end of the table, Sam beside her. They didn’t regularly come for meals, but did pop up several times a week. Marcus and Thistle were fairly frequent guests around the table – including tonight – but Bay and Landon appeared to be the only ones who showed up for breakfast and dinner daily.

      “You were still a kvetch,” Tillie argued. “Bay and Thistle treated the entire thing like an adventure. You spent the whole night whining that Terry was going to arrest us.”

      “He would’ve if he caught us,” Clove argued.

      I slid a sidelong look at Chief Davenport, who joined us this evening and sat to my left, and arched a dubious eyebrow. “Would you have arrested them?”

      “Probably not,” he conceded. “I might’ve arrested Tillie.”

      Bay snorted, amused. “No, you wouldn’t have done that either,” she argued. “You would’ve been too worried about us crying. You hated it when we cried.”

      “I didn’t care about making you cry,” the chief countered immediately, although there wasn’t much conviction behind his words. “You girls all act as if I melted into a puddle of goo whenever I saw you. That’s not how I remember things.”

      “How do you remember things?” Landon asked. “All of the stories I’ve heard end with you spoiling them. I even heard one in which you carried all three of them through four-foot snow drifts because Aunt Tillie had them spying on Margaret Little and you refused to leave them in the woods.”

      Tillie’s eyes widened to comical proportions. “You have a big mouth, Bay! Why did you tell him that story?”

      “How do you know I’m the one who told him that?” Bay hedged, averting her gaze. “It could’ve been Thistle, Clove or Chief Terry.”

      “Why would I tell him that story?” the chief challenged. “You were making them spy on Mrs. Little. That was after attacking her with yellow snow for three days straight, if I remember correctly.”

      “I’m pretty sure your memory is faulty,” Tillie sniffed. “That doesn’t sound anything like me.”

      “No, of course not,” Chief Davenport deadpanned, causing the table to erupt in riotous laughter.

      “Did your great-aunt take you on adventures often when you were kids?” Hannah asked. She was a sincere individual who mostly minded her own business – which made me largely ambivalent toward her – and honestly seemed to be enjoying the conversation.

      Bay nodded, smiling. “Our mothers were busy trying to learn everything they could about the bed and breakfast business when we were younger. They wanted us to amuse ourselves a lot while they studied.”

      “They had jobs, too,” Thistle added. “This house didn’t look like this when we were younger. It has grown a lot over the years.”

      “It was a simple homestead when the property first came into our possession,” Winnie explained. “Then every generation started adding. Eventually it was a Victorian. The finest house in town.

      “We always knew we wanted to start our own inn, so eventually we turned the Victorian into a bed and breakfast. Then, several years ago, we did the big expansion to turn the place into a full-fledged inn.”

      “Will your daughters eventually take over the operation?” Laura asked. I didn’t fail to notice that she’d managed to steal the spot on Landon’s right side this evening, something he refused to acknowledge as he kept his attention on Bay.

      “I don’t know how that will work,” Winnie admitted, her eyes flicking to Bay. “I’ve never considered the girls to be all that interested in running the inn. The property will certainly pass to them. What they do with the house … well … I guess that’s up to them.”

      “That’s a long way off,” Landon noted. “Who knows what will happen in that time.”

      “Exactly,” Tillie added, bobbing her head. “I’m barely middle-aged. We have decades in front of us before we have to make any tough decisions.”

      Laura let loose a derisive snort, but she recovered quickly when she realized that everyone around the table was glaring at her. “I … um … that’s a good point. So what about you, Landon? Do you see yourself living here forever? Are you going to be an FBI agent who happens to run an inn on the side? That sounds like an odd book or a cozy mystery, doesn’t it?”

      Landon rested his arm on the back of Bay’s chair as he studied Laura’s face, his fingers light as they traced small circles on the back of Bay’s shoulders. “I see myself living with Bay forever. If that’s here, I’m fine with that.”

      “So she’s your one and only?” Laura asked the question in a casual manner, but it was clearly pointed.

      Landon answered without hesitation. “Yup. Why would I possibly want someone else? Why would someone even ask a question like that?”

      Laura balked. “I didn’t mean … .”

      “He knows what you meant,” Tillie interjected, cutting off the stuttering vixen. “Everyone has seen the way you look at him. You’re panting up the wrong police-shaped tree.”

      Landon’s lips quirked as he reached for his glass of wine, but the expression on Laura’s face was dark and dangerous.

      “I don’t know what you think you’ve seen, old lady, but … .”

      “Laura, that will be quite enough of that,” Chris barked, taking everyone by surprise. I hadn’t heard Chris raise his voice since I started working for him. In fact, when I really stretched my brain, I couldn’t remember sharing more than a few hundred words with him. He was so caught up in the work – the actual work of examining the scene where Penny was found – that my enthusiasm for the investigation led us in different directions. I couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty about that.

      “I wasn’t doing anything,” Laura protested, her eyes flashing.

      “Yes, you were,” Millie shot back, shaking her head. “You always do something. Every single time we have a job you pick a person to flirt with. You don’t care if that person is interested or not. You focus on them until we leave town, as if it’s a game.”

      “I do not!” Laura’s temper flared. “Stop saying things like that. You’ll give these people the wrong idea.”

      “We’ve met people like Laura before,” Thistle said. “We recognized her for what she is the second we met her. There’s no need to get worked up about it. We’ve dealt with worse.”

      “Hey! I am sitting right here.” Laura’s temper was something to behold. I couldn’t help but wonder if the Winchesters purposely egged her on to see if she would crack. The supposition appeared ridiculous on the surface, but it seemed to fit the facts. They were conducting a social experiment, and they were having a good time doing it.

      “Eat your dinner and be quiet,” Chris ordered, his voice low and firm. “Speaking of work, I was wondering if someone would take a shift out at the scene with the equipment tonight. Laura and I spent the entire day going through footage – found a few interesting tidbits I’d like to clean up and examine more closely on the laptop – but I’ve decided that I want someone out there at all times so we can have eyes on the areas not covered by cameras. The hominid might recognize a camera and avoid it, after all.”

      The news was met with a chorus of groans.

      “I know everyone hates camping,” Chris continued. “I happen to love it, but I’m the oddity. After what we found today, though, I don’t see how we can let this opportunity slip through our fingers.”

      “What did you find today?” Tillie asked, leaning forward. “Was it the Loch Ness Monster after all?”

      “The Loch Ness Monster can’t get to the Hemlock Cove woods,” Thistle argued. “How would it manage to get here without being seen? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You’re on my list,” Tillie warned, extending a finger. “It makes perfect sense, by the way, if you believe in an underground water system that runs two hundred feet below the surface. That’s how creatures like the Loch Ness Monster survive over the eons.”

      Thistle didn’t look convinced. “Why has no one ever seen this water system?”

      “Because it’s magically hidden.”

      “By whom?”

      “Elves, you idiot!” Tillie barked.

      “Okay, that will be enough of that,” Landon ordered, topping off his wine glass. “I’m a little confused about why anyone has to be at the scene. Why can’t you just leave the cameras running and check them in the morning?”

      “Because the cameras are pointed at one particular area,” Chris explained. “The odds of a hominid-like creature passing over that exact area are slim, and if it recognizes the cameras it’ll take great pains to avoid the camera. Hominids are notorious for disliking cameras.”

      “Is he saying Bigfoot is gay?” Tillie whispered, leaning closer to Bay for clarification.

      Bay shook her head. “He’s only referring to an ape-like creature.”

      “Like Landon when there’s no bacon?”

      Bay tried to hide her smirk … and failed. “Kind of.” She patted Landon’s knee under the table. “You already made the gay Bigfoot joke before, though. I remember it. You need to stop recycling material.”

      Tillie scowled. “Whatever.”

      Bay ignored her and focused on Chris. “So you want to put people out there camping all night so they can operate camera equipment in the hopes of seeing Bigfoot?”

      Chris nodded, the question apparently perfectly reasonable in his mind. “I was thinking Millie and Bernard could take the first shift.”

      Millie groaned, annoyed. “Oh, geez.”

      Jack’s words from earlier in the day flooded over me and I immediately started shaking my head. “I’ll do it. I was caught up with other stuff this afternoon when I should’ve been helping you.”

      “Yes, well, you don’t know that much about the equipment yet,” Chris hedged.

      “I can learn on the job.” I was determined to make up for the mistakes I’d already made. “I want to do it. And you don’t have to send anyone else with me. They deserve some sleep. I can handle this on my own.”

      “That sounds good to me,” Laura said. “Can someone pass the rolls?”

      “Well, it doesn’t sound good to me,” Jack argued. “You can’t go out there alone.”

      “I agree,” Chris said. “She’ll need someone to go with her. Millie?”

      “Ugh.” Millie made a face and let loose with a series of unintelligible grunts instead of offering up an answer.

      Jack interjected himself before she had a chance to clear things up. “I’ll go with her,” he said. “I know how to use the equipment.”

      “Are you sure?” Chris was visibly surprised. “You usually don’t volunteer for this sort of assignment.”

      “I’m security. I want to make sure our new member is safe.” Jack shot me a tight smile and I was sure I would hear an earful about volunteering as soon as we were alone. “I’m looking forward to it. I’ll bet it’s an eventful evening.”

      I was starting to worry about that myself.
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      “I can’t believe we’re staying in tents.”

      I was almost giddy when Jack finished erecting the two small tents, my gaze bouncing between them. I tried to help him when it came time to erect the temporary nylon shelters, but he said I was more of a hindrance – which was mildly hurtful, but I was too excited to care.

      “Yes, it’s the highlight of my evening,” Jack said, tossing a sleeping bag in my direction and shaking his head. “I see you got the campfire burning. Looks a little lopsided, but … good job.”

      I was fairly certain that was the closest thing to a compliment I would get out of him, so I let it slide. “I know how to make a campfire. I was a counselor at summer camp as a teenager.”

      “Really?” Jack cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t see you at a summer camp.”

      “Well, I probably wouldn’t go back after what happened, but I had a good time up until the end.”

      “What happened?” Jack asked, tossing his sleeping bag in the tent closest to him without bothering to look inside. Both the tents and sleeping bags were new – Chris purchased them one town over this afternoon – so Jack didn’t appear to be worried about bugs being inside. That was at the top of my list of things to worry about. I’m not big on bugs.

      “It was a cold night. My friends started disappearing one by one until I was the only one left.” I adopted an eerie voice as I flicked my new flashlight on under my chin. “I followed a trail of blood from the kitchen and found a body. It seems there was a legend around those parts. A killer thought drowned in the lake as a child kept coming back.”

      Jack heaved a sigh as he settled on the ground next to the fire. “That’s the plotline of Friday the 13th.”

      “Seen that one, have you?”

      “Anyone who likes horror movies has seen it,” Jack replied, his tone weary.

      “Do you like horror movies?” I left my sleeping bag behind to put away later and sat on the ground next to him. I positioned myself so I was close, but not so close I might inadvertently touch him. We were alone in the woods, and I didn’t want to give him any ideas, after all. Now that Bay had mentioned she thought we might make a good match I was suddenly uncomfortable around Jack. I couldn’t explain the shift in my attitude.

      “I like some horror movies,” Jack replied. “I like older stuff, like The Shining, Halloween and The Exorcist.”

      “I like those too.”

      “I also like eighties slasher films like A Nightmare on Elm Street and Friday the 13th. I’m not a big fan of the newer stuff.”

      “That’s because they’re not scary,” I offered. “Remakes are stupid, too.”

      “Remakes are definitely stupid,” Jack agreed, shifting his feet closer to the fire. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Are you suddenly turning into the question man or something?” I teased, amused.

      Jack’s lips quirked, but he shook his head. “Did you sign up for this job because you felt guilty about what I said to you earlier?”

      “I … no.” That wasn’t even remotely true. I felt completely guilty about what he’d told me earlier. “I do want to pull my own weight,” I said. “How bad can it be? We’re camping, for crying out loud. That can’t be considered work.”

      “You’ve never been camping before, have you?”

      I shook my head. “My parents were city people. They preferred subways and taxis. I like to think I was born for the country, though. I know that sounds weird, but … there it is.”

      “You just said your parents were city people,” Jack pointed out. “How could you be born for the country if you come from city folk?”

      I shrugged, unsure about how to answer. “I was adopted, so … .”

      “Oh.” Jack lowered his voice, understanding washing over his features. “How old were you when you were adopted?”

      “Four.”

      “Do you know … why?” Jack seemed curious, yet uncomfortable. I didn’t blame him. It’s not easy to know how far to push someone when it comes to talking about personal issues, especially when you barely know that person.

      “Do I know why my birth parents suddenly abandoned me when I was four? I have no idea.” I tried to adopt a breezy tone, but was pretty sure I failed miserably.

      “They abandoned you?” Jack tilted his head to the side. “How do you know they abandoned you?”

      “I don’t remember anything before that age,” I admitted, rubbing my cheek. The fire made a convenient focal point, so I kept my eyes there. It was easier than meeting Jack’s gaze and letting him see into my soul. “I was discovered in the parking lot of a fire department in Minnesota. There was no note … or other clothes … nothing other than a stuffed dog.”

      I heard Jack swallow, but refused to look at him. “That had to be rough. Do you think you blocked out your memories from before then?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I’ve been through the police reports filed at the time. I had a bruise on my arm, but it wasn’t bad. The cops said it didn’t look as if I’d been abused. I was given a thorough examination and … um … there was no sexual abuse or anything.”

      “That’s a relief.” Jack shifted, and I couldn’t tell if it was because he was uncomfortable due to the ground or the story. “Didn’t the cops ask you to describe your parents? I mean, I know it’s been a long time and you can’t be expected to remember something like that now, but back then it would’ve been fresh in your mind.”

      “They said I didn’t know anything except my name: Charlotte.”

      “Charlotte Rhodes?”

      I shook my head. “Just Charlotte. I have no idea what my last name was. Not even the hint of a memory.”

      Jack took me by surprise when he rested his hand on top of mine. It wasn’t a romantic gesture or a flirtation. It was merely meant as a form of solace. “What happened to you then?”

      “I was put in the system for a bit,” I replied, reciting the story from a clinical place instead of emotional. I didn’t know how else to deal with it. “It seemed like forever, but I think I was honestly lucky. I bonded with the first foster family I had – Kate and Caleb Rhodes – and they adopted me a year later.”

      “So a happy ending.” Jack looked almost relieved that I didn’t have a horrible tale to tack on the end. “Do you ever wonder about your birth parents?”

      Did I ever wonder about my birth parents? I got psychic flashes when I touched people and objects, and occasionally moved things with my mind. “All of the time,” I answered honestly. “My adoptive parents were wonderful people, and I loved them a great deal. They were both blond and fair – unlike me. I often wonder if I look like my birth mother or father, perhaps a mix of the two. I doubt I’ll ever know.”

      “Your adoptive parents were good people?” Jack cast me a sidelong look. “When did you lose them?”

      “I was eighteen. They were in a car accident on the way to my high school graduation.”

      “Oh, man.” Jack heaved out a shaky breath. “That couldn’t have been easy on you.”

      “Is death ever easy on anyone?”

      “I guess not. Still … how did you deal with it?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. I wasn’t sure I’d ever really dealt with it. I still suffered from fugue dreams in which I was sure they remained alive, even talking to me at times, and when I woke I expected to find myself in my old bed. I was convinced that if I walked downstairs I’d find them in the kitchen, laughing and chatting as usual. That, of course, never happened.

      “Do you ever feel split between two worlds, Jack?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “All of the time.” Jack offered an odd smile. “My father died when I was thirteen. He was a career Marine. I wanted to make him proud so I joined the Marines right out of high school. It took me a long time to realize that I was living that life for him, not me.”

      “So you finished your tour and joined the Legacy Foundation?” I pressed. “Is this where you want to be?”

      “I have no idea,” Jack answered. “Right now I want to make a good living and think about what I want. I’m twenty-seven years old. I spent seven years in the Corps and I’ve been hopping between jobs ever since. I think the need to feel as if you … belong … somewhere … is a natural one.”

      “So you don’t know where you belong either,” I mused, rubbing the palms of my hands over my knees. “Do you think you’ll ever figure it out?”

      “I don’t know, Charlie.” Jack kept his voice even as he joined me in staring at the fire. “I think that everyone finds answers on their own terms. I’m still looking for mine. You’re still looking for yours. I think people like Chris and Laura are still looking for theirs.

      “On the flip side, I think people like Bernard, Millie and Hannah have it all figured out,” he continued. “There are people like Tillie Winchester, who know everything and still want to question everyone. There are people like Landon, who seeks answers but is willing to refrain from asking questions he knows might upset him. It would be a pretty boring world if everyone was alike, wouldn’t it?”

      “Now that was kind of profound,” I teased, poking his side to alleviate the tension. “You’re right about Landon, though. I see it in his eyes. He has a lot of questions, but he’s wise enough to know that sometimes he doesn’t want the answers. I’m not that wise. I want all of the answers – even if they’ll make me unhappy when I finally get them.”

      Jack rubbed his thumb over his bottom lip as he considered the statement. “I worry that your quest for answers will get you in trouble. I’d be lying if I said otherwise.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I said, patting his knee as I leaned forward. “I worry about that too. But I can’t change who I am. I decided a long time ago that I wasn’t going to try. I’m going to turn in. Wake me if Bigfoot comes around to eat us.”

      Jack snorted as he watched me grab my sleeping bag and head for my tent. “I might let him take you to the woods and do terrible things to you if you’re not careful.”

      I stilled near the tent opening. “Did you know there’s an entire section of erotica dedicated to things like that? It’s called monster porn.”

      Jack’s eyes lit up, the firelight flickering in the dark depths and making them appear almost black. “I did not know that. May I ask how you know that?”

      “I happen to be a fountain of useless information,” I replied. “Goodnight, Jack. Wake me if you need me.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Jack called back. “I’ll put out the fire and turn in myself in a bit. I want to relax and enjoy the night.”

      “Don’t let Bigfoot get you.”

      “Don’t let bad memories get you, Charlie.”

      

      I THOUGHT I would be too emotionally keyed up to sleep, but I slipped under the moment I climbed inside the sleeping bag. My dreams were a tangled web of the past and present, my adoptive parents asking about my day as I walked into my old house and Jack sitting on the couch drinking soda and smiling as I tried to answer them to the best of my ability.

      It wasn’t a nightmare – not by a long shot. I had nightmares quite often and I know the difference. Still, I tore myself from the dream and bolted to a sitting position, my heart pounding as I tried to get my bearings.

      It was dark, unnaturally so. The fire outside the tent was long since burned out and the only light came from the bright moon overhead. I’d left the small window flap down so I could see the stars, and when I shifted now I caught the hint of movement on the other side of the tent.

      My breath caught in my throat as I tried to control my breathing, focusing on the movement. It was hard to make out, but whatever walked behind my tent was tall – at least six feet, probably more – and boasted broad shoulders. I couldn’t make out any other features, human or otherwise, and my terror was so overwhelming that I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Jack.” I barely managed to croak out his name. I couldn’t help but hope the shadow belonged to him, that he was relieving himself in the woods and my fear was overwrought and ridiculous. I would yell at him for purposely scaring me during breakfast tomorrow morning. But the figure didn’t move like Jack. I was certain of that. Something else was in the campsite. Suddenly I wanted Jack for a different reason. His tent was only a few feet away, but I couldn’t make my voice work to call him.

      The dark figure walking close to the trees continued to poke its head here and there as it searched for something only it could see. Occasionally I heard a snuffling – as if someone or something was sniffing the area for food or a mate – and my heart hammered as I attempted to remain calm.

      I cleared my throat and tried again. “Jack.” My voice was a little louder this time, but still a terrified whisper.

      I gripped my hands into tight fists, my fingernails digging in, and opened my mouth a third time. This time only a strangled sob emerged.

      I jerked my head to the window, but the creature – it seemed too tall and misshapen to be anything other than an animal now that my imagination was in overdrive – remained focused on its search. I needed it to stay near the woods so I could make it to Jack’s tent without garnering attention. There was only one way to do that.

      I sucked in a calming breath, pressed my eyes shut and searched for the magic that only seemed to come when I least wanted it. I felt a whisper of power press against the corners of my mind. I prodded it, cajoled it a bit, and then I pushed it out in the direction of the trees.

      The magic ripped free, grabbing a high branch on one of the pines and severing it from the trunk. The branch made a decent amount of noise as it fell, causing the creature to stare in that direction before dropping to a stealthy crouch to check it out. I had a chance. I couldn’t waste it.

      I pushed myself to my knees, fumbling with the zipper on the side of the tent farthest from the shadow. I managed to navigate it high enough to slip through and then crawled to Jack’s tent, all the while thinking the creature would attack from behind and rip me apart. I didn’t risk a glance. I couldn’t. All I could do was push forward in the hope I would make it.

      I considered knocking – which seemed ridiculous considering the circumstances – but I wasn’t sure about proper tent etiquette. Finally I found the zipper embedded at the bottom of Jack’s tent and opened it.

      I crawled inside, feeling instantly better when I was close enough to hear Jack breathe.

      He slept on his back, his chest rising and falling in even increments. He seemed peaceful as he dreamed. Now that I was in his I felt foolish and reticent about waking him. No force on Earth, however, was strong enough to get me to crawl back out without alerting him to what I saw.

      “Um … Jack?”

      Jack bolted to a sitting position, instantly alert. His eyes were full of concern when they fell on me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I … um … saw something.”

      “Where?”

      I pointed toward the tent flap. “Behind my tent. I … Jack … um … it looked like Bigfoot.”

      Jack stared at me a moment, dumbfounded. Finally he rubbed his fingers against his eyes and rolled out of his sleeping bag. “Stay here.”

      That sounded like a terrible idea. “What if it gets you?”

      “It won’t.” Jack didn’t hesitate as he crawled through the opening. I sat on the floor of his tent, my heart pounding as I rested my head against the knees I drew to my chest. After what seemed like forever – far too long for Jack to have survived the creature’s wrath, that’s for sure – the tent flaps moved again. I instinctively slapped out with my hands.

      “It’s me,” Jack said, grumpy. He poked his head through the flap and scorched me with a dark look. “Were you going to slap Bigfoot to death?”

      “I … um … .”

      Jack’s expression softened and he took me by surprise when he tossed a sleeping bag to me. I recognized it as the one from my tent. “It’s okay. I didn’t see anything out there. But I didn’t want to traipse all over everything and ruin any prints we might find in the morning.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a good idea.” I said the words, but I wasn’t sure I meant them. “What do you want me to do with this?”

      “Get in it and sleep,” Jack replied, reclaiming his sleeping bag. “If you’re not going to sleep in your own tent, the only way I’ll get any rest is if you sleep in here.”

      “But … what about the monster?”

      “Monster?” Jack challenged. “There was nothing out there. I looked. I think you let your imagination – maybe even some dreams – get the better of you.”

      “I didn’t dream about monsters,” I argued. “I dreamed … about something else.”

      Jack’s eyes filled with pity – which was somehow worse – and he gripped my shoulder. “It’s okay. I kind of saw it coming after we talked around the fire. The second the sun rises I’ll look for prints. Until then, this tent is big enough for both of us.”

      I wasn’t convinced. “What if we’re attacked?”

      “I’ll be the closest to the door.” Jack pointed toward an empty space on the other side of the tent. “Put your sleeping bag there and sleep. It’s okay, Charlie. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

      “But … .”

      “Sleep.” It was an order.

      “Fine,” I grumbled, spreading out my sleeping bag. “If Bigfoot attacks, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I would never say anything of the sort. Now sleep. You’ve managed to work yourself up for no reason. I promise everything will be okay in the morning.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I knew what I saw. It was no dream.
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      I woke feeling unusually warm and comfortable, almost as if basking in the sun’s full warmth.

      It generally takes me several minutes to gather my faculties upon regaining consciousness. This morning was no different. I stretched before scratching my cheek, frowning when my fingers brushed against something solid.

      I forced my eyes open, my brain finally realizing that I wasn’t in a bed. The first thing I saw when my vision cleared was Jack’s stubbled chin. It was pressed against my forehead. I was halfway out of my sleeping bag; he was halfway out of his. During the night we must have met in the middle and wrapped ourselves around one another.

      My mouth dropped open as I realized my predicament, my face pressed in the hollow between Jack’s shoulder and chest, his arm wrapped around my back. He slept hard, his breathing regular as small snores escaped his mouth. He clearly had no idea that we were entangled. The only thing I could be truly happy about was the fact that nobody’s hands looked to have wandered anywhere inappropriate.

      I was gentle when I tried to shift away from Jack. Even in sleep he recognized the loss of warmth, though. He tugged me closer, making a small murmuring noise as my temple landed next to his mouth. That’s when I felt it. His body moved and tension replaced relaxation as his senses went into overdrive and he woke.

      I pressed my lips together and widened my eyes, watching his profile as realization washed over him.

      “What the … ?”

      “So … um … was it good for you?” I had no idea why I asked the question. I was going for levity in an effort to pretend I wasn’t bothered by the sleeping arrangements. I thought if we could play it off as a joke things would be okay.

      Jack clearly felt differently.

      “We didn’t … did we?” His voice rose to an unnatural level and I couldn’t help but be a tad offended.

      “I’m pretty sure I would remember if we did,” I said dryly. He hadn’t pushed me away from him yet and I remained trapped in his grip. “Unless … are you a minute man? Maybe we did it and I didn’t even notice.”

      Jack scowled as he grabbed my shoulders and shoved me back, keeping a firm grip on the fabric of my sweatshirt and looking over my face as myriad emotions flitted through his eyes. His cheeks were flushed. Sweat began pooling on his brow despite the cool morning air. He looked completely flabbergasted.

      I took it as an insult despite my best intentions. “I take it that it wasn’t good for you.”

      “Stop saying that,” Jack snapped, jerking his hands back the second he realized he was still touching me. He dragged a hand through his long hair – which was unfortunately even hotter when tousled with sleep – and stared at me. “I’m so sorry.”

      Of all the reactions I expected, that wasn’t even on the list. “I … you’re sorry?”

      Jack nodded. “I didn’t mean to touch you. If you want to file a formal complaint with Chris, I understand.”

      He was trying to be sweet and make me feel comfortable. I recognized that, and yet … my fury could not be contained.

      “You’re sorry?”

      “I said it,” Jack said, rolling to a sitting position and glancing around the tent with furtive eyes. “I’m not sure how it happened. I’m so very sorry.”

      “Jack, we slept pressed against each other,” I challenged, my voice dripping with disdain. “It’s not as if you raped me.”

      Jack paled even more, which seemed impossible given his color. “That doesn’t mean this is okay.”

      “What is this?” I let my gaze bounce around the tent, frustrated. “We slept in separate sleeping bags in the same tent and somehow ended up cuddled together. It’s hardly the end of the world.”

      Jack didn’t look convinced. In fact, he looked near tears. It was shocking because I’d never seen him so much as break military character since our first meeting. “I’ll put in my resignation right away.”

      “Oh, well, that did it.” I jerked my foot out of my sleeping bag and slammed it against his knee, causing him to cringe and pull back. “You didn’t molest me! In fact, how do you know I’m not the one who did this? I was afraid.” My mind traveled back to the figure in the woods, the branch I caused to drop. “This probably is on me. I was afraid and shouldn’t have climbed into your tent. If anyone should resign, it should be me.”

      “That’s not right,” Jack argued, alarmed. “You were unsettled. It’s my job as chief of security to take care of you. This is my fault.”

      “No, it’s my fault.”

      Instead of abject horror, anger washed over Jack’s handsome features. Oddly enough the anger made me feel better than the pity.

      “Didn’t I just say it was my fault?” Jack exploded.

      “Why does it have to be anybody’s fault?” I shot back. “You didn’t touch me inappropriately. I’m pretty sure I didn’t touch you anywhere scandalous. We slept next to each other. It’s not the end of the world.”

      “It feels like the end of the world.” Jack was grim. “It feels as if I took advantage of you.”

      “How?”

      “I … don’t know.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re seriously starting to bug me.”

      “Have you ever considered you’re starting to bug me?”

      “I certainly hope so. At least that will stop you from feeling sorry for yourself.”

      

      I COULDN’T get out of the tent fast enough. I rolled my sleeping bag and tossed it outside, following it with a full head of steam and a truckload of aggravation. I was so lost in my own head I didn’t notice Jack until he was outside. Instead of meeting my measured gaze, he headed to the spot where I had seen the figure the night before, causing my agitation to flare in a different way.

      “Do you see anything?”

      Jack didn’t immediately answer, instead dropping to one knee near the foliage line. He seemed intent, and when I worked up the courage to join him he spared me a reluctant glance. “There are prints, but they’re hard to see. This is a heel here … and the ball of a foot here. I don’t see any treads.”

      “Does that mean it was an animal?”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. Treads would indicate a human wearing a shoe or boot, but they’re not clear enough to definitively call them animal prints.”

      I knelt next to him, keeping distance between us and stared at the fresh prints. “I told you I saw something.” I tried to keep from sounding accusatory. “You didn’t believe me, but … there it is.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t believe you,” Jack groused. “I said I couldn’t see anything and you clearly weren’t attacked.”

      “Oh, whatever.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “The camera is pointed in this direction. Do you think it caught anything?”

      “No idea. I figure we should let Chris go through the footage. He loves that stuff.”

      “I … well … okay.” I couldn’t decide if Jack wanted to hand the task over to Chris because that was the smart thing to do or he wanted to cut short any time we might spend together. I also wasn’t sure which possibility I preferred. “I guess we should start packing, huh?”

      Jack nodded, his eyes narrowing as he focused on something a few feet away. I watched, curious, until he shuffled over to a fallen branch. I pursed my lips, doing my best to remain calm as he tentatively lifted the branch and stared at the splintered end.

      “I think I’m going to start packing,” I offered, nervous.

      Jack didn’t immediately respond, instead staring at the broken end of the branch with such intensity I couldn’t help being a bit worried.

      “Jack, I’m going to pack the tents. Is that okay?”

      “What?” Jack jerked his gaze from the branch and focused on me. “No. Leave the tents up. We’ll monitor this site every night. You can grab the sleeping bags.”

      “Oh, um, we’re going to monitor the site? Does that mean you and I will be doing that?”

      Jack’s expression was unreadable. “I meant the whole group.”

      “Oh, well, good.” I searched for something to say that he wouldn’t find offensive. “That’s probably good, right?”

      “I guess we’ll know when we see the video,” Jack replied after a beat. “Something clearly ripped this branch off the tree. It was high, too.”

      “How do you know that?” I hoped I didn’t come off as panicked.

      Jack pointed to a damaged section of the tree, a good eight feet off the ground. “I don’t know any humans who could rip that branch off like that.”

      Crap! I should’ve thought about that before I used the branch as a distraction. “Maybe it just fell … you know … because it was old or something.” That sounded plausible, right?

      Jack shot me a dubious look. “Do you really think that a tree that isn’t dead sheds branches like a dog does hair?”

      “I’ve never really given it a lot of thought,” I admitted. “What makes you think that branch was pulled down, though? It could’ve fallen.”

      “Look at the end.” Jack held it to my face so I had no choice but to stare. “The ends are ripped, Charlie. This branch was pulled off the tree, and by something extremely powerful.”

      I swallowed hard. “So you think an animal did that?”

      “I don’t think a human could do this,” Jack replied. “I’m not sure what kind of animal we’re dealing with, but no human is tall enough. And I doubt they’d be strong enough.”

      He was right about a normal human not being able to do it. I was pretty far from normal, though. “Jack … um … .”

      Jack ignored the uncertainty in my voice and stood. “Let’s grab the packs and clean up the campsite. Chris will want to hear what happened right away. This is right up his alley.”

      I didn’t have much choice in the matter, so I readily agreed. “Okay. I … let’s do it.”

      

      JACK WAITED until we pulled onto the long driveway that led to The Overlook to speak, which was beyond frustrating. I wanted to find a way to dissuade him from telling Chris about the fallen branch, but came up empty. He waited until the worst possible moment – of course! – to break from his taciturn demeanor and turn chatty.

      “We need to have a quick talk.”

      Jack’s tone was dour enough to cause my palms to sweat. I rubbed them against my jeans and flicked a glance in his direction. “Um … okay.”

      “I’m still willing to put in my resignation over what happened,” Jack offered. “You were put in a bad position. That’s not right.”

      “I don’t blame you for that. You’re really starting to irritate me with this martyr act,” I argued. “We didn’t even really touch one another. We just kind of … snuggled. It’s hardly the end of the world.”

      Jack didn’t appear thrilled at the choice of the word “snuggled,” but I couldn’t think of another way to phrase it. “I wasn’t putting the moves on you.”

      “Thanks. I figured that out by myself. I did it long before we accidentally decided to keep warm by sleeping next to each other.”

      Jack rubbed his thumb over his lower lip as he pulled into a parking spot. “I’m not interested in you that way, Charlie. I think you’re a nice girl and you make me laugh sometimes, but … I’m not looking for a relationship. It’s important that you understand that.”

      I knit my eyebrows, annoyed. “I didn’t think you were,” I said. “Why did you just say that?”

      “What?”

      “Why did you warn me that you weren’t looking for a relationship?” I pressed, annoyed. “Do you think I’m looking for a relationship?”

      “That’s not what I said.” Jack shifted on his seat, clearly uncomfortable. “I simply need you to know that there’s no future for us in that manner. I’m not interested in you.”

      It took me a moment to realize what he was saying. “And you think I’m interested in you?”

      “I think that you … are very nice and capable,” Jack replied, choosing his words carefully. “But I’m not part of this group because I plan to date anyone. That includes you. If you’re thinking something is building here between us … I need you to know that’s not the case.”

      I narrowed my eyes, momentarily wishing I could fire lasers out of them to burn him alive. “So you think I have a crush on you? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “It would be normal for you to think that considering the fact that I’m a little older than you and I seem wise because I’ve been with the group longer.”

      “You seem wise?” Oh, well, that was just too much! “You think you seem wise to me?”

      Jack balked. “I think this is coming out wrong. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to offend you.”

      I stared at him for a few beats and then opened the door, hopping out. I maintained my composure – although I have no idea how – and by the time Jack followed me to the walk that led to the inn’s front door I was feeling pretty proud of myself. He was still alive and I wasn’t about to burst into tears. That’s growth, right?

      Then Jack opened his mouth again.

      “You’re an attractive woman,” he supplied. “You’re just not my type of attractive.”

      “Oh, well, that does it!” I planted my hands on my hips as I scorched him with a dark look. “I can’t believe you just said that!”

      “What?” Jack was the picture of innocence as he shifted his eyes left and right. “I was stating a fact. I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings.”

      “You were stating a fact? You were stating a fact?” I grew shriller by the second. I’d lost the ability to control my temper, a purple tulip exploding in the plant bed behind him. Jack was so focused on me he didn’t notice. I was relieved that I didn’t accidentally cause a tree branch to fly into his head.

      “I … um … .” Jack took an inadvertent step back, his cheeks flushing with color when Bay and Landon appeared on the walkway in front of him. They looked between us curiously as they headed toward Landon’s Explorer.

      “Everything okay?” Bay asked, worried, her eyes briefly touching on the former tulip before locking with mine.

      “Everything is fine,” Jack answered automatically.

      “Everything is pretty far from fine,” I growled, my annoyance taking over. “Jack here was just explaining that he’s not interested in me, so if I’m developing a crush on him I should probably stop.”

      “Oh.” Bay bit her lip, amusement flitting across her features.

      “That’s not what I said,” Jack argued. “I merely said that … if you had feelings … or looked at me with some sort of hero complex … or thought I was attractive … I don’t think I’m explaining this right.” Jack looked to Landon for help.

      “I’d stop digging if I were you, marine,” Landon agreed, his lips curving as he slung an arm around Bay’s shoulder. “You’re tap dancing through a minefield in clown shoes. I’m enjoying the effort, though. It kind of reminds me of when I first met Bay.”

      Bay’s smile was serene as she tilted up her chin. “You were desperately in love with me even though I wanted nothing to do with you.” Landon snorted. “It was the other way around, woman.”

      “It was not.”

      “It was so,” Landon shot back. “You were totally warm for my form.”

      “I was never warm for anything of yours,” Bay argued. “You chased me until I relented and agreed to go out with you. You totally had a crush on me first.”

      “That is such crap.” Landon’s eyes lit with amusement. “You cried when I left.”

      Bay stilled and I could see the revelry flee both of them as Landon’s words hit home. “I was talking about when we first met at the corn maze. I was not talking about when you left.”

      Landon clearly realized his mistake too late. Bay escaped from his grip and headed toward the Explorer. “Oh, sweetie, do we have to fight about this again?” He shot a dirty look in Jack’s direction. “This is your fault.”

      “How is this my fault?” Jack was dumbfounded. “I was trying to be a good guy.”

      Landon snorted. “Please. No woman wants to hear she has a crush on you before she admits it to herself.”

      “I do not have a crush on him,” I barked. “I don’t even like him!”

      Landon pursed his lips. “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that.”

      “That’s all I was trying to keep from happening,” Jack offered. “I was trying to be a good friend and co-worker.”

      “You keep telling yourself that too,” Landon said, his eyes following Bay as she pouted in the Explorer’s passenger seat. “If you said it, that means you’re worried about it.”

      “That is a pile of crap!” Jack’s voice took on an uneven edge. “I was trying to be a good guy about this.”

      Landon glanced between us and then shook his head. “You need to figure this out on your own. Keep Bay out of it next time. I don’t like her upset.”

      “I’m pretty sure you upset her,” I countered, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Charlie’s right,” Jack added. “You upset her.”

      Landon’s frustration was evident as he stepped off the curb. “You’re both on my list,” he muttered.

      “Let’s get breakfast,” I suggested. “I’m starving. We can forget the rest of this ever happened.”

      Jack looked relieved. “Affirmative.”

      It was definitely a plan – and one I had every intention of following. A crush on Jack? Freaking ridiculous!
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      I headed straight for the dining room and grabbed an open seat, hoping to focus on breakfast rather than Jack’s oversized ego. Jack ignored the empty chair next to me and took the one next to Tillie – the one I was fairly certain Bay vacated before leaving the inn with Landon. I couldn’t stop myself from smirking at the way Tillie looked Jack up and down.

      “Breakfast looks great,” Jack said, forcing a nervous smile for Winnie’s benefit. “Camping always makes me hungry.”

      “I think that’s your big head,” I countered, not bothering to lower my voice. “It’s so big you probably need extra fuel to fill it.”

      Jack ignored me and grabbed a slice of bacon. I was almost positive I heard him grumble the word “whatever” under his breath, but the chatter was too loud to be sure.

      “Did you find anything?” Chris asked, wiping his mouth with his napkin. He looked well rested and keen, two things that irritated me beyond measure given the rough nature of my morning.

      “Well, it wasn’t an uneventful night,” I countered, smirking at the way Jack’s cheeks colored at my intended double entendre. “In fact, last night was the night to end all nights.”

      Thistle, a glass of orange juice resting in front of her, ran her tongue over her teeth as she stared. I could almost see the gears in her mind working.

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Laura prodded. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Jack growled.

      “I think I saw Bigfoot,” I offered, enjoying how Jack shifted on his chair.

      “Do you have ants in your pants, boy?” Tillie asked Jack, seemingly amused by his discomfort. “Camping is rough on delicate sorts such as you. If you have ants in your pants, you might want to take a bath or something.”

      “I don’t have ants in my pants.” Jack worked overtime to keep his voice pleasant and even, but I could read the set of his shoulders and knew he was close to falling off an angry cliff. He would erupt soon if pushed too far. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to see that or avoid it. “My back merely hurts from sleeping on the ground.”

      Tillie narrowed her eyes, dubious. “That’s not why you’re shifting.”

      “Yeah? Then why am I shifting?”

      “I haven’t figured that out yet.” Tillie glanced between him and me, and I couldn’t stop myself from shifting my gaze quickly. “Hmm.”

      As if sensing I was about to melt down myself, Thistle raced to my rescue. “You said you saw Bigfoot. I’m dying to hear … and only partly because I’m going to use it to terrorize Clove until she cries.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Twila chided, scorching her daughter with a hard look. “Clove is a good girl. She has the right to feel safe in her own home. If you terrorize her as you intend, she won’t feel safe.”

      “I see your point,” Thistle said pleasantly, taking everyone by surprise.

      “You do?” Twila cast her daughter a sidelong look. “Oh, well, that’s good.”

      “I see it and reject it,” Thistle clarified, her expression evil as she rubbed her hands together. “If I can’t mess with Clove I have absolutely no reason to live.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Marcus deadpanned, rubbing Thistle’s shoulder. “That makes me feel great.”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Thistle said hurriedly, leaning closer to her long-suffering boyfriend. “You’re still my favorite person in the world.”

      Instead of reacting with hostility or snark, Marcus merely grinned. “I know I am. I also know that you won’t be happy until you make Clove cry.”

      “She doesn’t have to cry,” Thistle countered. “She can scream and I’ll be satisfied.”

      Marcus tugged a hand through his hair. “Do whatever you want,” he offered, seemingly resigned. “I know I won’t rest for days because of the complaining if I try to stop you. Just keep in mind that I won’t bail you out of jail. And if Clove makes you eat dirt, I will not help you clean up. I’ll also laugh.”

      Thistle’s expression darkened. “That’s a mean thing to say.”

      Marcus held his hands palms up and shrugged. “What can I say? I learned from the best.”

      “I’m the best,” Tillie corrected. “You learned from Thistle, so you learned from the second best.”

      “I’m not second best at anything, old lady,” Thistle shot back. “I guarantee I can make Clove cry faster than you can.”

      “It’s not how fast you make her cry,” Tillie corrected. “It’s how long you make her cry that counts.”

      “I can beat you on that one, too.” Thistle puffed out her chest. “I’m the best when it comes to making Clove cry.”

      “Oh, is it a bet?” Tillie looked intrigued. “You’re on, mouth. We need to come up with a point system, though.”

      Thistle popped a strawberry into her mouth. “Why don’t we use the same one we had last year?”

      “We could, but I don’t see any reason to make Clove believe that a kraken lives in the bay by the Dandridge.” Tillie sounded pragmatic despite the surreal conversation. “That was the top point earner last time. We need to weed out the non-essentials this go-around.”

      Thistle blew out a sigh. “Fine. Come up with your list and I’ll go over it. It has to be fast, though. I promised Bay I’d help her with something this afternoon.”

      “You are terrible people. I’m not bailing either of you out of jail if you get arrested,” Marcus warned. “In fact, I’m tempted to run out to the Dandridge to warn Clove. She hasn’t done a thing to you.”

      “You always fall for that innocent act of hers. It gets annoying,” Thistle grumbled.

      I tuned out most of the argument and risked a glance around the table, focusing on each of my team members in turn. Millie and Bernard appeared intent on their breakfast plates and nothing else. Hannah and Chris had their heads bent together and appeared excited, although I wasn’t sure what had them riled. Laura looked bored. And Jack? Well, Jack was doing his level best to refrain from looking at me, so he had nowhere to focus but the argument. It was almost comical to watch him pretend to feign interest in Thistle and Tillie Winchester as they plotted the best methods to torture Clove.

      “Not that this isn’t a fascinating conversation, but you still haven’t told me what you found at the site,” Chris prodded, his pointed gaze landing on Jack. “If something happened, we need to know.”

      “I’m not sure what happened, but you’re definitely going to want to go through the footage,” Jack suggested. “We kept the cameras running, but didn’t look through the footage. As for what might be on it … well … I think Charlie is the one you need to talk to.”

      Chris turned to me, excited. “You saw a hominid-like creature?”

      He was so earnest I couldn’t exaggerate, so I merely shrugged. “I’m not sure what I saw. It was dark and I heard something outside of my tent. I’m not sure how to explain it. The tent had a little window and I looked at the stars before I fell asleep. It was nice.”

      “Oh, good grief,” Laura complained. “We don’t need to hear the romanticized version of your story. Can’t you get to the good stuff?”

      I ignored her. “I fell asleep for a few hours, and when I woke it was as if I sensed something outside of the tent.”

      “What was it?” a rapt Twila asked. “Was it a snake?”

      Tillie snorted. “It was a trouser snake … and it belonged in this one’s trousers.” She jerked her thumb in Jack’s direction, causing him to turn bright red. “Ha! I knew it!”

      “That is not what happened,” Jack offered hurriedly.

      “I don’t care about that,” Chris said, impatiently waving off Jack’s embarrassment. “Tell me about the creature.”

      “We don’t know that it was a creature,” I stressed.

      “We don’t,” Jack agreed. “Charlie heard something that woke her. When she looked out her tent she saw … something.”

      “What did you see?” Chris was breathless.

      “It was a shadow,” I replied, doing my best to play down the terror that seemed to overwhelm me the night before. “Whatever it was, it was too far away to make out any features. It didn’t talk. It was dark. It was at least six feet tall. And I heard it snuffling, as if it was scenting the area. That’s all I know.”

      “What did you do?” Tillie asked, leaning forward. “Did you go out to investigate?”

      “I … no.” In truth, that hadn’t even occurred to me. I’d been too afraid to risk going in that direction. All I could think about was getting to safety. That meant Jack’s tent. “I kind of watched it a little bit, and then I got Jack.”

      Jack mustered a dubious expression. “She woke me, and by the time I made it to the spot she indicated it was gone.”

      “So you didn’t see anything?” Chris was disappointed. “I thought you were going to give me good news.”

      “That’s not the end of the story,” Jack said. “This morning I went back out there and found footprints. I don’t want you to get too excited, but there were no tread marks in the prints.”

      Chris sucked in a breath. “Oh, my!”

      “What does that mean?” Thistle asked.

      “Shoes,” Marcus answered before anyone else could. “When someone is wearing shoes, they almost always have tread marks that leave a pattern in the dirt. Jack is saying that whoever – or I guess whatever is more accurate – was out there last night didn’t leave behind a tread pattern.”

      “Oh.” Thistle screwed up her face in concentration. “Did it have paw prints?”

      Jack shook his head. “Indentations. I can’t say with any certainty that it was an animal.”

      “I don’t care about animals,” Chris pressed. “I care if it was a hominid-like creature.”

      “You need to expand your vocabulary,” Tillie suggested. “Call it Bigfoot and stop being so full of yourself. You’re simply annoying people and nothing more.”

      “Excuse me?” Chris’ eyebrows flew up his forehead.

      “Bigfoot,” Tillie repeated, exaggerating the two syllables. “You can say it if you apply yourself.”

      Chris pressed the tip of his tongue against the back of his teeth while I hid behind my coffee mug. I found the Winchester matriarch hilarious. I had a feeling I was the only one.

      “Maybe it was a bear,” Marcus suggested, drawing my attention to him. “We don’t many bears in the area, but they’re drawn to the water. If there was a bear around, it would want to be close to the lake or creek so it could fish.”

      “Why would a bear murder Bellaire’s favorite wanton woman?” Thistle challenged.

      “I’m not saying a bear killed Penny Schilling,” Marcus clarified. “I believe a human did that.”

      “How can you say that?” Chris turned his full attention to Marcus. “There were unidentified animal prints out there. Now Charlie saw something in the woods.”

      “There are plenty of ways a human could cover his or her tracks after dumping a body in the woods,” Jack cautioned. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Chris. You should look over the video. Don’t get your hopes up, though. I have no idea if you’ll find anything on that footage.”

      “I’m not getting my hopes up,” Chris shot back. “I’m merely looking at the facts.”

      “You seem to be forgetting the fact that Penny slept with anyone who moved,” Thistle argued. “There are a lot of humans out there who would have the motivation to kill her.”

      “I’ll bet she saw a trouser snake or two in her time,” Tillie said.

      “Don’t be crude,” Jack warned, extending a finger.

      Instead of declaring him to be on her list or going after him, Tillie merely laughed. “You remind me of Landon.”

      Jack stared at her. “Is that good or bad? You don’t seem to like Landon.”

      “I like him well enough. And Bay loves him,” Tillie replied. “That’s good enough for me.” Her eyes drifted to me and lingered, making me uncomfortable. “Of course, Landon didn’t realize what he was getting into when he started sniffing around Bay. He was attracted to her, but didn’t want to admit it. He was already a goner by then, but he didn’t know it.”

      “I … okay.” Jack face flushed at the conversational turn. “I’m not sure why you’re telling me that.”

      “Oh, you know why I’m telling you that.” Tillie grabbed a strip of bacon from the platter in front of Jack and waved it enticingly. “I’m kind of curious about how much like Landon you really are.”

      “He’s not like Landon,” I interjected, cleaning off my plate. “Jack is his own person. He has his own brain, heart and ego. Oh, and his ego needs its own ZIP code.”

      Jack scowled. “Do you want to take this outside?”

      Thistle snorted as Marcus frowned.

      “Did you just challenge her to a fistfight, man?” Marcus asked, his eyes clouding.

      “I … no.” Jack was scandalized. “That’s not what I meant. I was going to ask her if she wanted to go outside to talk. Just … talk. It has nothing to do with a fistfight. I … how could you even think that?”

      Marcus shrugged. “I live with Thistle, and she’s big on wrestling. It’s not that far of a leap.”

      “You hit her?” Jack challenged.

      Marcus was flustered. “Of course I don’t hit her,” he snapped back. “I don’t even really wrestle with her unless we’re naked. Um, wait. That totally came out wrong.”

      “We know what you meant, honey.” Thistle patted his hand, amused. Clearly this didn’t happen often, because she was having a good time messing with Marcus over his discomfort. “You like to smack me around when I’m naked. It’s totally normal.”

      Marcus hopped to his feet, flummoxed. “That is not what I said.”

      “What did you say?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “I … .”

      Jack snickered as Marcus took a step from the table.

      “I’m done here,” Marcus announced. “Thistle, you’re on your own for the day. Don’t get arrested. And if Clove beats you up once you make her cry I’m not going to have any sympathy for you. As for the rest of you … well … have fun looking for Bigfoot.”

      Marcus spun on his heel and fled through the swinging door that led to the kitchen. Thistle was unbelievably amused at his departure, although her gaze was thoughtful when it landed on me. I could practically see her mind working.

      “What?” I challenged.

      Thistle shook her head, the teal hair glinting under the chandelier. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      “You clearly have something to say,” I prodded.

      “I don’t have anything to say.” Thistle stood and locked gazes with Tillie. “Are you ready to come up with our point system? I have work and then … well … then I have Bay.”

      That was the second time she’d mentioned Bay. I couldn’t help but be suspicious. “What are you doing with Bay?”

      “Cousin stuff,” Thistle replied evasively. “You guys have fun with your video. If you find proof of Bigfoot, we’ll be thrilled to see it.”

      “If we find proof of a hominid-like creature, the world will be thrilled to see it,” Chris corrected. “We’ll be famous.”

      “Yeah, you need to show your trouser snake to the blond girl over there,” Tillie said, pointing. “I think that’s the only thing that’s going to save your nerves and make you famous in your own mind now.”

      Chris stared blankly. “What’s a trouser snake?”

      “Oh, geez!” Aunt Tillie pinched the bridge of her nose. “I miss the normal guests. They’re so much easier to mess with.”

      Thistle grinned. “Well, if you don’t feel up for a challenge, old lady, you can just give me the money now.”

      “Keep it up, mouth. You’ll be crying when I’m done with you.”

      As frustrated as I was about the previous evening’s events – and the confusing way I woke – there was something comforting about the Winchesters’ brand of zany hijinks. I lost myself in their silly argument for the rest of breakfast, pushing my own problems out of my mind.

      That didn’t stop the big question from popping up, though. Where were we supposed to go from here?
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      “Men are stupid.”

      With nothing better to do with my morning I decided to go back to the site for a better look around in the bright light of day. Chris was eager to pore over the video. He kept Hannah and Laura close so they could use various filters to clean up the imagery. I found the video distracting because the only thing I could see with any certainty was that a branch fell at some point. Of course, Chris was determined the creature dropped the branch. I could hardly tell him the truth without outing myself. In an effort to escape my discomfort, I suggested returning to the site.

      Ostensibly I volunteered for the task to see if I could make casts of the prints – which Chris readily agreed to – and then asked for keys to one of the vehicles. Chris suggested I take Jack with me, which was a terrible idea, so I opted to shanghai Millie instead. She seemed up for the adventure until I fell into a fit of melancholy once we parked next to the Dandridge. I couldn’t get Jack’s earlier words out of my head. I became steadily obsessed with the size of his ego as we walked to the site.

      Millie arched a penciled eyebrow as she shifted a glance toward me. She was fine picking her way through the woods and trudging over broken trails, never uttering a word of complaint. I could tell she was curious about my mood, but she didn’t ask a single question … until I opened my big, fat mouth.

      “I was thinking of making that the title of my autobiography one day,” Millie mused, slowing her pace to step over a fallen tree. “I think ‘Men Are Stupid … and So Are the Women Who Love Them’ is a fantastic title.”

      I tilted my head to the side, curious. “Are you planning to write an autobiography? I bet you’ve got some good stories to tell.”

      “I do,” Millie confirmed. “I would never really write an autobiography, though. That was a joke.”

      “Oh.” In hindsight I should’ve realized that. “I can see why you wouldn’t want that. You’re a private person, after all.”

      Millie snorted, taking me by surprise. “I’m not private in the least,” she offered. “In fact, I’ve got some very off-color stories involving public restrooms that I’m dying to share once I know you better.”

      “I’m never offended by true stories,” I protested.

      Millie didn’t look convinced. “You’re under the age of twenty-five, honey. You’re part of that whole politically correct youth movement that’s so annoying today. Don’t get me wrong, I like it when kids state their opinions and stand up for injustice. I read about the whole ‘burning your bras’ thing and wished I’d been old enough to do it at the time. What I don’t like is people getting offended just to be offended.”

      I studied her a moment, conflicted. “You would burn your bra?”

      Millie’s smile was so wide it almost split her face. “How did I know you would focus on that? For the record, yes, I would burn my bra. That’s not just because I hate wearing a bra – I do – it’s also because I love a good protest.”

      I took a moment to look Millie up and down as I waited for her to edge around a large rut in the middle of the pathway. “I can see you at a protest,” I said after a beat. “I’ll bet you participated in a lot of protests. Like … did you protest the war?”

      Millie balked. “How old do you think I am?”

      “Oh, I … .” I knew answering that question would be a mistake. My mother always told me that when a woman asks you to identify her age it’s almost certainly a trap. “You don’t look a day over twenty-nine.”

      Millie snorted, amused. “You’re quick on your feet. I’ll give you that.”

      “That’s what my mother always told me.”

      I felt Millie’s eyes rest on my back as I continued pushing forward. “Your adopted mother, you mean?”

      I swallowed hard. “How do you know about that? I only told Jack … and now I’m definitely regretting it if he told you. I didn’t realize he had such a big mouth.”

      “He doesn’t,” Millie clarified. “He didn’t mention anything about that. But I am curious about what happened to the two of you last night, so don’t go thinking we’re done talking about that. You shouldn’t blame him, though. The boy is loyal. He wouldn’t betray your trust.”

      I had the grace to look abashed. “Oh.” I ran my tongue over my lips as I tried to rein in my temper. “If Jack didn’t tell you, how do you know?”

      “I’ve seen your file,” Millie replied. “Before you have another meltdown, I’m the only one who has seen it other than Chris. He doesn’t share files with the others. I saw it because I went through his things.”

      “You went through his things?”

      Millie bobbed her head. “He keeps candy in his desk. I was looking for a Cadbury chocolate bar when I saw your file. I recognized the name because Chris said you were joining us. I took a peek.”

      “Oh, well, I guess you were curious.” I forced out the words even as my stomach rolled. I knew people would find out about my past, about my parents, before too long. I didn’t think it would be this soon, though. I hated answering questions about my parents.

      “I’m nosy,” Millie corrected. “I thought maybe there was something about you I might be able to exploit in case I ever wanted to blackmail you.”

      Now it was my turn to balk. “Excuse me?”

      Millie’s smile was impish. “How do you think I manage to handle Laura so well? I’ve got a doozy on her. I thought I might need something on you, too. It turns out I don’t, because I like you. But I didn’t know that at the time.”

      “I suppose I should take that as a compliment, huh?”

      “It’s the closest you’ll ever get from me,” Millie confirmed.

      “What did … um … what did the file say?” I kept my eyes focused on the ground, telling myself it was because I didn’t want to trip, even though I knew in my heart that I was afraid to meet Millie’s steady gaze lest she see into my soul and read the fear living there. The fear was always close. It wasn’t the same sort of fear I felt the night before when I saw the figure near the tents. No, this fear was worse.

      Much, much worse.

      “It said that you were found abandoned when you were a child, put into the foster system and adopted by Kate and Caleb Rhodes.” Millie recited the file with clinical detachment and exactitude. “The file said your adopted parents died when you were a teenager. You’ve been on your own since.”

      “That’s all?”

      Millie lifted an eyebrow. “Should there have been something more?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “It’s always humbling to see your entire life broken down into a few sentences. I had two sets of parents, and now I have none. That’s all my life amounts to.”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Millie said hurriedly, and for the first time I saw something other than mischief on her face. I saw pity. I preferred the mischief. “You had a lot of academic accolades in there, too.”

      “Yes, well, I think I’ll make that the title of my autobiography,” I offered, going for levity. “Everyone loves academic accolades, right?”

      “I think I’m doing this wrong,” Millie muttered, scratching her cheek. “I can never tell because I’m so used to sticking my foot in my mouth. Most of the time I don’t care. I care today, but I still managed to trip over it. I’m … sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I waved off the apology. “It’s fine.”

      “I don’t think it is, but I also don’t know what I said to put you on edge. I truly am sorry.”

      “I said it was fine.” I focused my attention on my shoes as I trudged forward. “The site is only a few minutes away.”

      “Uh-huh.” Millie sounded thoughtful as she followed me. “You said that men are stupid,” she prodded after a few moments of quiet. “Do you want to tell me what happened between you and Jack last night?”

      “Not particularly.”

      Millie wasn’t about to give up. “I know something happened. You guys went from constantly sitting next to one another to not even making eye contact.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating,” I said. “Jack and I are fine.”

      “Whatever.” Millie rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet you saw each other naked and have buyer’s remorse. That’s ridiculous. You’re both under thirty, so what reason could you possibly have to be remorseful? Your thighs don’t brush together when you walk and your boobs are still perky. Now is the time to get naked, honey.”

      It took me a moment to comprehend what she said. “We did not see each other naked!”

      Millie’s eyebrows flew up her forehead at my high-pitched tone. “Yeah, that convinces me.”

      I took all of my effort to lower my voice and remain calm. “We did not see each other naked. I swear it.”

      Millie searched my face, and apparently decided after a long time that I was telling the truth. “That’s disappointing. I thought for sure you two rolled around on top of each other instead of looking for Bigfoot.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’re suddenly uncomfortable with each other. You were fine yesterday,” Millie replied, saddened now that I had kicked the legs out from under her assumption about Jack and me. “Actually, that’s not entirely true. There’s been a bit of tension here and there where you guys are concerned. I noticed it right away. I thought it was merely flirtatious energy, but now I think it’s something more.”

      “Oh, yeah? What is that?”

      Millie shrugged. “I think you guys are attracted to each other.”

      Well, that was just ridiculous. “Why do people keep saying that?” I asked, annoyed. “He’s very bossy. It’s not that he’s not good looking, because he is – I mean he really is – but we have nothing in common.”

      “Relationships where you have everything in common are very boring,” Millie supplied. “Why do you think Myron and I crashed and burned?”

      That was an interesting question. “Because you’re full of life and he’s not.”

      Millie smiled. “Thank you for that, but on paper Myron and I had a lot in common. We were both academics who enjoy theater, reading and travel. We should’ve been a good match.”

      “What happened?”

      “Life happened,” Millie replied. “I didn’t want to be a businessman’s wife. All he wanted to be was a businessman. I saw us as equals. He didn’t. There went the marriage.”

      “See, that’s exactly why Jack and I would make a terrible couple,” I said. “He’s bossy and feels the need to tell me what to do. I can’t put up with that.”

      Millie tapped her bottom lip as she stared at me. “He’s not bossy. He’s … protective.”

      “That’s not how I see it.”

      “Then you’re looking at it wrong,” Millie pressed. “Jack is a … tortured … boy. I say ‘boy’ but he’s more of a man than anyone I’ve ever met. You guys seemed to have a nice talk last night before whatever happened that you’re pretending didn’t happen, huh?” Amusement flittered across Millie’s face. “Do you know that you’re the only one Jack has bothered to talk to since joining the group?”

      “That’s not true,” I protested. “I see him talking to you all of the time.”

      “We talk, but not about anything heavy,” Millie countered. “He’s a good boy with a big heart. He’s haunted, though. He talked to you, and I’m guessing it was more serious than any talk he’s ever had with me. Why do you think that is?”

      I shrugged, unsure. “We were bored and stuck out in the woods together. There was nothing to do besides watch the fire and chat.”

      “Yes, but why did he volunteer to go with you?” Millie prodded. “He could’ve stayed behind and sent you by yourself. He volunteered to go with you despite the fact that he was agitated about you taking off for the resort with the blonde. Why do you think that is?”

      “I … don’t know.” I wasn’t being evasive. I honestly didn’t have an answer. Millie’s therapist shtick was getting old fast. “We didn’t talk about anything all that deep. We talked briefly about my parents, then we went to sleep. Then I thought I saw something and climbed into his tent. That’s it.”

      “Ha!” Millie barked out the exclamation, causing me to jolt, and pointed her finger in my direction. “There it is! I knew something happened between the two of you. You climbed in his tent. Were you naked?”

      “No.”

      “Was he naked?”

      “No.”

      “Did you kiss?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Millie’s face fell. “It sounds like you did it wrong. Why didn’t you make a move?”

      “I barely know him and I’m not interested in a relationship,” I replied, hiding my internal disgust when I realized I used the same words Jack had earlier. “Jack’s not interested either. I came here for the job. Nothing more.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Millie muttered, shaking her head. “I think you’ll figure that out on your own eventually.”

      “I think you’re dreaming, but I don’t feel like arguing,” I shot back. “As for Jack … he didn’t tell me much about himself. He did seem a bit … frustrated … this morning because we slept in the same tent and ended up a little closer than he felt was comfortable. He kept offering to resign if I felt that he crossed a line. It was very odd.”

      “He’s had a traumatic past,” Millie said, her voice low.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that he’s had a traumatic past,” Millie replied. “Something happened when he was in the Marines … and, no, I don’t know what it is. He was going to make the military his career, but then he cycled out at some point. I’ve heard Myron and Chris whisper about some incident, but I don’t know what it entailed.”

      We moved toward the last hill before reaching the site. “You don’t think he’s dangerous, do you?”

      “I think that depends on who he’s up against,” Millie replied. “I don’t believe he’s dangerous to you or me. He’s dangerous to anyone who tries to hurt an individual under his protection. I’ve seen him in action a time or two, and he’s good at his job. The thought of him being even better is terrifying.”

      I hadn’t seen Jack in action, but I wouldn’t challenge her assessment. “And you want me to hook up with … that?”

      Millie snorted, her dour expression melting. “I think you will hook up with that, but that’s a discussion for another time. We’re supposed to be looking for Bigfoot. Let’s focus on that.”

      “I agree. I … .” I didn’t get a chance to finish my statement because when we reached the top of the hill we found Thistle, Clove and Bay searching the site. They didn’t bother glancing in our direction, instead focusing on the ground for … something. I had no idea why they were here, and I had trouble wrapping my head around the turn of events. Then Bay spoke, continuing what looked to be an easy conversation with her cousins as they traipsed around our hominid search site.

      “Men are stupid,” Bay announced. “I’m totally sick of them.”

      Thistle snorted. “Honey, you’re preaching to the choir.”

      Millie met my gaze before focusing on the cousins. “Oh, this should be interesting.”

      I had no doubt she was right.
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      “Honey, you’re preaching to the choir.”

      Millie, not one for awkward silences, filled the one in the clearing as soon as Thistle lifted her head and realized her group wasn’t alone. Bay, who was mid-complaint, didn’t bother to tamp down her surprise when she saw us standing on the other side of the tents.

      “What are you doing here?” Bay blurted out, her cheeks flushed.

      “What are you doing here?” I countered, suspicious.

      Thistle mentioned twice over breakfast that she had something to do with Bay this afternoon. Were they always planning a visit out here? If so, why?

      “What are you doing here?” Thistle asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I asked first.”

      “Uh-uh.” Clove shook her head and pointed. “Bay asked first.”

      I stared down the trio, adopting the darkest expression in my arsenal. They didn’t so much as shift from one foot to the other. “We’re here to see if we can find more footprints,” I replied after a few moments of silence. “We’re here to do a job.”

      “I was simply asking what you were doing here,” Bay replied. “I was under the impression that you were watching videos all afternoon.”

      “And not pornographic ones,” Clove added. “I asked.”

      Thistle pressed her lips together. I could see her shoulders shaking from twenty-five feet away as she swallowed her silent laughter.

      “We’ve seen the video. We came back to look for more prints,” I said. “That’s what we’re doing here. What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, well, we’re looking for prints, too.” Bay wasn’t exactly what I would call a gifted liar. She kept exchanging unreadable looks with Thistle – looks that made me more suspicious than ever – while steadfastly avoiding eye contact with me.

      “You’re looking for prints?” I challenged. “May I ask why?”

      “Because we’re interested in Bigfoot,” Thistle answered. She was calmer under pressure. I got the distinct impression that she would spout the same story until the end of time, never breaking until she ran out of oxygen. She was clearly a much better liar than Bay. I had a feeling that was the reason she took control of the conversation. “We wanted to see if we could find evidence of Bigfoot. I mean … you don’t own this land. We’re allowed to come and go as we please.”

      “Yeah, it’s a free country,” Clove jeered.

      I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the shorter girl. She seemed nervous, fluttery even. She kept glancing around the woods, as if she expected a creature to jump out at any time. Her reaction was almost comical. “I see.” I tugged on my lower lip as I stared at them. “Well, if everyone is minding their own business, we can continue to do that separately. Sound good?”

      “I was happier when it was just the three of us so we could speak freely, but I guess it will have to do,” Thistle countered, grabbing Clove’s shoulder and directing her toward the spot where Bay stood. “You guys can do your work and we’ll do our work.”

      “Yes, that sounds lovely.” I bobbed my head. “If you want to continue your discussion, feel free to do that, too. We won’t get in the middle of it.”

      “That sounds great.” Thistle offered me a wide smile that was much more “shark circling its prey” than “trustworthy woman” but I opted not to comment, instead leading Millie toward the spot where I saw the shadowy figure the night before while keeping my ears open.

      “Go back to what you were saying, Bay,” Thistle ordered. “Why are you mad at Landon?”

      “I’m not technically angry,” Bay replied, kneeling next to a spot on the side of the clearing and pulling out her phone. “He’s just insensitive sometimes.”

      “That’s a man thing,” Clove pointed out. “He doesn’t mean to be insensitive. What did he say?”

      “He brought up the time he left as if it was funny and I was being stupid because it hurt my feelings.”

      “That’s not what he said when he got trapped in Aunt Tillie’s mind and had to relive it,” Clove pointed out, making a sound like a wounded animal when Thistle kicked her knee. She recovered quickly. “I meant when Aunt Tillie brought it up in front of everyone that one time.”

      I rolled what Thistle said through my head. Landon got “trapped in Aunt Tillie’s mind.” There weren’t a lot of ways to phrase that so it was believable. There also weren’t a lot of ways to change it so that it made sense.

      “I don’t think he meant to hurt your feelings,” Thistle said. “He loves you. Trust me. He’s freaking whipped. He would never purposely hurt your feelings.”

      “In theory I believe that,” Bay conceded. “In practice, well, it’s hard to believe when he just brushes off my feelings. He doesn’t understand why I’m agitated. He keeps telling me to calm down because I’m being a hysterical female.”

      Clove’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “Did he use those words?”

      Bay shook her head. “That’s what I heard, though. He thinks I’m overreacting. He told me to get over it because he has to spend the day with Chief Terry and didn’t have time for a fight.”

      “A fight, huh?” Thistle was blasé. “You two don’t really fight. You both pout until one of you apologizes. The problem you have is Landon’s huge ego.”

      I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, but couldn’t stop from listening even more. I too was at my limit with the male ego today.

      “Landon’s ego is not that big,” Bay argued, loyalty apparent despite her anger. “He’s a good man.”

      “He’s okay when he’s not threatening to arrest us,” Thistle corrected. “You need to crush his ego, though. It’s out of control.”

      “I think that’s a man thing,” I interjected, realizing too late that I was letting them know I was eavesdropping.

      “What’s a man thing?” Bay asked blankly.

      “The ego thing,” I answered, opting to plow forward rather than retreat. “I had the same problem with Jack this morning. I’m pretty sure his ego is bigger than Landon’s.”

      “No one’s ego is bigger than Landon’s ego,” Thistle drawled.

      Bay ignored the dig about her boyfriend and focused on me. “I saw you and Jack arguing. What did he do?”

      “He decided to sit me down for a talk and explain why he wasn’t interested in me … even though I’m not interested in him,” I replied, the fury I thought forgotten rearing. “As if he’s so good looking that people can’t stop themselves from falling at his feet. It’s just so … ridiculous!”

      “I hear that,” Clove said. “When we first started dating Sam actually told me not to cry if he didn’t call me every single day, because he had a lot of work to do and he’d call as often as possible. Like I need someone to call me every day!”

      Thistle shot Clove a dubious look. “You do need someone to call you every day.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do, too.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do, too.”

      “Knock it off,” Millie ordered, shuffling closer. “Ladies, it’s a good thing I’m here. I’ve discovered the key to dealing with men over the years – and it’s nowhere near as difficult as you probably think. Do you want to hear it?”

      Bay shrugged. “I don’t see why not. It can’t be worse than Aunt Tillie’s advice to tie a man to the bed once a month and leave him there for a full twenty-four hours so he’s always thankful for his freedom and never gets clingy. What have you got?”

      Millie beamed. “I’m so glad you asked. Sit down. This is going to be a long conversation. You’ll thank me when I’m done.”

      Despite my misgivings, I was almost hopeful. “Lay it on us.”

      

      TWO HOURS LATER our original argument about who was allowed to go where and why was behind us. We headed into town for lunch. It didn’t occur to me until we were in the rental vehicle following Thistle’s car that the Winchesters had managed to completely avoid the question about what they were doing at the site.

      “Do you think it’s weird that they won’t tell us what they were doing out there?” I asked Millie as she parked in front of the diner. “They completely evaded that question … and they did it fairly easily.”

      Millie shrugged, seemingly unperturbed. “Does it really matter what they were doing out there? They didn’t hurt anything or anyone.”

      It was a fair question, and yet … . “It matters to me.”

      “Then I don’t know what to tell you,” Millie said. “We have no jurisdiction to close down that site and I have no idea who owns the property. Maybe we can track the owner and have him close it off to curiosity seekers. But that wouldn’t stop law enforcement.”

      “Odds are that Sam Cornell owns that land,” I added. “He’d be more willing to shut it down to us than them.”

      “And Sam is the short one’s boyfriend, right?”

      I nodded. “Clove.”

      “I can’t keep them straight,” Millie muttered, pocketing the keys and moving to the front of the vehicle. “They’re named after herbs, for crying out loud.”

      Huh. I hadn’t even put that together. “I wonder why.”

      “Why they’re named after herbs?” Millie shrugged, making an exaggerated face as she stepped onto the curb. “You’ll have to ask their mothers. There probably was some drinking involved. From what I understand, Tillie makes her own wine, and it’s strong enough to knock you on your rear end.”

      I’d witnessed the power of the wine the night we caught them dancing under the full moon, but figured it was wise to keep that story to myself … at least for now. “I’m still curious about what they were doing out there. It doesn’t seem normal.”

      “What’s normal?” Millie challenged, leaning her elbows on the hood of the sport-utility vehicle. “Are you normal? Am I normal?”

      “You’re definitely not normal.”

      Millie grinned. “Neither are you,” she said. “The Winchesters definitely aren’t normal either, and I doubt very much they’d declare themselves as such. The thing is, who decides what’s normal? I was raised during a time when girls were expected to act a certain way. I refused to follow protocol. Look at me now!”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the wacky woman and her strong personality. “I think you turned out just fine.”

      “And I think you turned out just fine,” Millie said. “I imagine that it’s hard for you. You probably have a lot of questions regarding what happened to your birth parents. You probably want to know why they gave you up for adoption, right?”

      “They didn’t give me up for adoption,” I corrected. “They abandoned me.”

      “Do you remember that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t remember anything about that time. I don’t remember being in the fire station either.”

      “Weren’t you old enough to have a few memories?” Millie didn’t sound accusatory, merely intrigued. I wasn’t bothered by her questions. They’d plagued me for years and I’d asked them of myself many times.

      “You would think so, but I don’t.”

      “Which means you were probably traumatized by something,” Millie mused, shaking her head. “Either way, it would be only natural for someone in your position to ask ‘why me’ and then dwell on it. You might think it’s because you were abnormal in some way. Perhaps you even strived to be ‘normal’ as you were growing up. It’s a mistake to focus on that now.”

      “I’m not interested in being normal.” That was mostly true. I was fine being who I was born to be. That didn’t stop me from keeping some very big secrets. I felt I had to, although I had no memories propelling me to that determination. “I just think there’s something really off about the Winchesters. I can’t help it.”

      “There is something off about them,” Millie confirmed. “I still like them. Whatever they’re keeping secret, I doubt very much it has to do with Penny Schilling. I also doubt very much that it’s our business.”

      “I get what you’re saying. You’re not the first person to say it,” I said. “Jack basically said the same thing. It’s just … they fascinate and frustrate me at the same time. I feel that they’re keeping something from me. We’re here investigating the death of a young woman, so it’s hard for me to shove the feelings aside.”

      “Fair enough.” Millie bobbed her head. “The odds of them having something to do with this woman’s death are extremely slim, though. What’s their motive?”

      I shrugged. “They don’t have one.”

      “So why are you so suspicious?”

      “If I could answer that question I probably wouldn’t be so fixated on them.”

      “I think your problem is that you want control,” Millie supplied. “You didn’t have control when your parents left you at the fire station. You didn’t have control when your adopted parents died. You don’t have control now because you’re the newest employee and still learning the ropes. You want control of something … and that something is apparently the Winchesters’ secret.”

      “Aren’t you curious?”

      Millie shook her head. “None of my business,” she replied. “If I thought they were a danger to others or even themselves I might worry. They’re not. They’re an extremely codependent and crazy family. They admit their faults and don’t run from fights. I find that refreshing.”

      “I guess you’re right.” I heaved a sigh. “Why don’t you go inside and find us a table. I want to take a minute to myself to get my head back in the game. All of that advice you gave us at the site made me loopy.”

      Millie’s grin was impish, shaving a good twenty years from her face. “Use that advice, girl. It will get you far in life.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said dryly. Millie’s advice was more prone to give me nightmares than inspiration, but I didn’t tell her that for fear I would hurt her feelings.

      I watched Millie walk inside, taking advantage of the quiet moment to suck in a few deep breaths and exhale slowly. Millie was right, yet I couldn’t stop myself from wondering if the Winchesters’ secret would lead me to answers regarding Penny Schilling’s death. I had no idea why I believed that possible. I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that washed over me whenever I gave real thought to the Winchesters and their hijinks.

      I was so lost in thought – disappointment with myself growing with each treacherous thought regarding the Winchesters – that I almost didn’t notice the man standing at the other end of the sidewalk. I let my eyes drift in that direction and almost jolted when I locked gazes with a familiar face.

      It took me a few moments to place the man, and when I did my stomach twisted. He made no effort to hide the fact that he was staring. We were the only two people on the street – everyone else already inside to enjoy lunch – so I couldn’t help but feel exposed.

      Shane Norman remained rooted to his spot. He practically dared me to say something in the way he glared. I took a step toward the diner instead, happy to increase the distance between us. I blindly reached for the door handle, not making contact. I felt a brief flare of power in my head and then the door handle hit my fingers. I made the door open with my powers. I couldn’t manage the energy to care, though. Shane Norman’s dark presence was enough to completely unnerve me.

      And then things got worse.

      “How did you do that?”

      I jerked my head in the direction of the voice and found Bay staring at me. “Do what?” I asked, my mouth dry.

      “Open the door like that.”

      “I … what?” I was legitimately confused, but I was also caught. I knew what Bay was asking, and found myself desperate to buy time to think of a convincing answer.

      “The door,” Bay prodded. “It kind of flew open. I thought it was the wind, but … there’s no wind.”

      “I … um … have no idea what you’re talking about.” I’m not a very good liar, but I hoped Bay would drop it. She didn’t.

      “If I didn’t know better I’d think you were a witch,” Bay teased, smiling. “Is there something I should know? Maybe you want to move to Hemlock Cove and join the coven, huh?”

      Uh-oh. Could this day get any worse?
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      “Witch?” The word felt alien on my tongue. I couldn’t stop from laughing. “I guess everyone in Hemlock Cove has witches on the brain, huh?”

      “Some more than others,” Bay replied, furrowing her brow. “How did you open the door?”

      “I grabbed the handle. That’s how I normally open a door.”

      “But … I would’ve seen your arm if that was the case,” Bay argued. “I didn’t see your arm.”

      “Maybe it was invisible.” I offered a nervous chuckle and licked my lips. “Do you have any witches in town who can make themselves invisible?”

      “Not that I know of.” Bay was calm, but I could practically see her mind working. She was suspicious of my answers and dubious mannerisms, which was mildly hilarious given the fact that I’d spent the better part of two days grappling with wild thoughts about her family.

      I decided to change the subject. “Do you know that man?” I inclined my head in the direction of Shane Norman.

      Bay reluctantly dragged her gaze from my face and frowned when she saw him. “Yes. He works at the resort.”

      “I saw him there.” I kept my voice low. “He works in the purchasing department. He was one of Penny Schilling’s boyfriends.”

      “I know.” Bay rubbed the back of her neck. “I wonder what he’s doing in Hemlock Cove. I don’t believe he lives here. I think he’s from Bellaire, but I’m not a hundred percent sure. I know Landon talked to him the day we visited the resort.”

      “Did Landon happen to mention what he said?”

      Bay shook her head. “I don’t recall.”

      “And even if you did recall you wouldn’t tell me, because I’m not a cop, right?”

      Bay shrugged, refusing to bow down to the guilt trip I was trying to lay on her. “Probably not. Landon tells me a lot of things that aren’t for public consumption. It hardly matters in this case. He didn’t mention anything about his talk with Shane Norman.”

      “So why is he here?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Bay moved closer to me, never removing her eyes from Shane. Finally, as if deciding after a lot of thought that he didn’t want to deal with two of us, Shane turned and entered the shop closest to him.

      “Should we follow him?” I asked, my heart rate increasing.

      “Why?” Bay’s expression was unreadable as she searched my face. “Do you think he’s guilty?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered, opting for honesty. “I’m leaning toward Bigfoot after what I saw in the woods last night. Still … he was staring at me. It gave me the creeps.”

      Bay opened her mouth to say something, but I immediately started shaking my head to cut her off.

      “No, I don’t mean the witch creeps,” I added. “I mean the general creeps. He was staring at me.”

      “Did he see you the day you were at the resort?”

      “I think so,” I said. “I made eye contact with him at one point when we were walking around the loading dock. It was brief. I don’t see how he could know who I was or why I was there.”

      “Gossip travels fast,” Bay replied.

      “Do you know what store he went into?”

      Bay nodded. “It’s The Unicorn Emporium.”

      “He doesn’t seem like the porcelain unicorn type to me.”

      “Me either.” Bay chewed her lip, distracted. “That’s Mrs. Little’s store.”

      “The same Mrs. Little your great-aunt keeps stalking?”

      “Yup.”

      “Can you think of any reason Shane Norman and Mrs. Little would spend time together?”

      “Not off the top of my head,” Bay answered, “but there’s no harm in checking things out for ourselves. Let’s see what they’re doing.”

      I figured Bay would attempt to spy in stealth mode, maybe go around the back of the store and sneak in through another door so we could hide behind racks of goods and eavesdrop. What? I watch a lot of spy shows. Instead she shoved open the front door of The Unicorn Emporium and strolled inside as if she was part owner.

      “Bay.” Mrs. Little, her hair pulled back in a prim and proper bun, stiffly nodded her head when she caught sight of the blonde. She didn’t so much as acknowledge me.

      “Mrs. Little.” Bay’s greeting was equally cold as she scanned the store, her eyes falling on Shane Norman as he perused a display on the far side of the small boutique. Instead of approaching him, Bay shuffled toward the counter. “I thought I’d check in and see how things are going. How are they? I mean … how are things going?”

      I hid a half-smile behind my hand. Even though she was outwardly cool on most occasions, Bay tended to fall into spaz mode now and then. This happened to be one of those times.

      “Things will be fine, Bay.” Mrs. Little’s tone was clipped. “If that’s all … .”

      “That’s not all.” Bay’s eyes moved back to Shane. “Have you heard about the body found behind the Dandridge?”

      I jerked my head in her direction, surprised. I had no idea where she was going with this line of conversation, but I was fascinated. I risked a glance at Shane Norman and found his back to us. He continued to stare at the unicorns, but I was fairly certain his shoulders had stiffened in response to Bay’s question.

      “I did hear about that,” Mrs. Little confirmed, squinting a bit as she watched Bay. “Why are you telling me? I didn’t kill her.”

      “I didn’t think you did,” Bay supplied. “Chief Terry and Landon are investigating. We want to make sure that everyone is very careful right now given the new … evidence … that they discovered.”

      “What evidence?” Mrs. Little no longer looked annoyed. “Is the murderer a Hemlock Cove resident? I thought Bigfoot did it.”

      “I’m not at liberty to talk about the evidence,” Bay cautioned. “Just make sure you’re never alone, especially after dark, and that you have someone to walk you to your car.”

      “I … um … okay.” Mrs. Little looked flustered. “Thank you for the warning.”

      “You’re welcome.” Bay kept her eyes on Shane Norman as she walked out of the store and stood on the sidewalk in front of the display window. I found her little act baffling more than enlightening.

      “What was that?”

      “I want to see what he’ll do.” Bay crossed her arms over her chest. “More importantly, I want to see if he talks to Mrs. Little.”

      “But … why?”

      “Because she’s had her pudgy little fingers in some very unsavory pots over the years,” Bay answered. “I doubt very much she has any ties to Shane Norman. I want to be sure, though.”

      “And if she is tied to him?”

      “That explains why he’s in town.”

      “And if she’s not?”

      “Then he’s here for another reason,” Bay replied, leaning against the nearest sidewalk bench and narrowing her eyes as Shane shuffled toward another display shelf. “Whatever reason he suddenly came to town can’t be good. Something’s going on here.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      

      AFTER THIRTY minutes of looking at unicorn statues, Shane Norman made his escape from the store. He didn’t glance in Mrs. Little’s direction the entire time, and she seemed distracted by Bay’s gossipy tidbit, so we headed back toward the diner relatively certain that they weren’t in cahoots. I was less certain about Bay. She seemed to be playing a game that I didn’t fully understand the rules of, so I was constantly behind.

      By the time we hit the diner, Landon and Chief Davenport had joined our small group. Landon looked relieved when he caught sight of Bay and he stood to make sure he got her attention.

      “I saved you a seat, sweetie.”

      Bay studied him a moment, her eyes flat. “I’m pretty sure I’m still angry with you.”

      “Bay,” Landon cajoled, tilting his head to the side. “I said I was sorry. You know darned well I didn’t mean that how it came out.”

      I risked a glance at her and didn’t miss the way her lips curled at his reaction. “You already forgave him, didn’t you?”

      Bay shrugged. “It’s hard to stay angry with him. He has a good heart.”

      “And he loves you.”

      Bay’s smile was serene. “He does. I don’t forgive him simply because I love him, though. I forgive him because intentions are as important as outcomes.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that he wouldn’t purposely hurt me for anything,” Bay replied. “Sure, we tease each other, but he would take a bullet rather than hurt my feelings. Heck, he has taken a bullet for me. His intentions are always good.”

      I found the conversational shift curious. “Are your intentions always good?”

      “For the most part. I won’t deny I’ve had mayhem on the brain a few times over the years and acted out with bad intention. That was mostly during my teenage years. I hope I’ve grown out of that.”

      “What were your intentions today?”

      Bay seemed surprised by the question. “They weren’t bad, if that’s what you’re worried about. I was simply trying to get a read on Shane Norman.”

      “Because you think he’s a killer?”

      “We don’t have nearly enough information to call him a killer.” Bay took advantage of the lull in conversation sit between Landon and the chief. She greeted Chief Davenport with a hand on his shoulder and allowed Landon to lean close enough to whisper. Whatever he said amused her, because she laughed and kissed him on the cheek. He returned the show of affection by planting a loud kiss on her lips. It appeared that all was forgiven.

      I sat between Millie and Thistle, grabbing a menu after getting comfortable, and letting the conversation wash over me as I rewound the day’s events. Nothing in Hemlock Cove was at it seemed, and that included the Winchesters and my own team. I was in an awkward position. I was the only one who didn’t have anyone to trust. I instinctively trusted Millie, of course, but I didn’t know her well enough to share my biggest secrets. I was hopeful that one day I’d find loyalty in the group, but I was nowhere near that point yet.

      “Where did you go?” Millie asked. “I thought you took off or something.”

      “I noticed a guy staring at me on the sidewalk, so Bay and I followed him into a store to see if he was up to something,” I replied. “He was from the resort.”

      Landon stilled across the table, pursing his lips as he wrinkled his nose. “You followed a guy who was staring at you on the street?”

      Bay’s expression was murderous as she locked gazes with me. “Do you ever think before you speak?”

      “I didn’t realize it was a secret,” I protested.

      “It wasn’t a secret, but you have to learn the right way to tell certain people particular bits of news,” Bay snapped, pinching the bridge of her nose as Landon stared at her. “Just remember that I forgave you, so you shouldn’t make a scene right now, Landon. We were never in any danger.”

      “Seems like a sound argument,” Landon said. “Now tell me the story about who you saw on the street … and then followed despite the fact that you might’ve been dealing with a murderer.”

      “It was Shane Norman,” I supplied. “He was staring at me. When Bay found me on the sidewalk he hid in that unicorn store.”

      “Shane Norman.” Landon cracked his neck as he searched his memory. “He’s the head of purchasing, right?”

      I nodded. “He’s also one of Penny Schilling’s many boyfriends.”

      “Did he say anything to you?” Chief Davenport asked, extending a finger in Landon’s direction when it looked as if the FBI agent was going to push Bay on her actions. “You just got out of the doghouse. I had to listen to you whine about it all morning. How far are you willing to push things?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Landon replied. “She shouldn’t have followed a strange man into a store. It wasn’t safe.”

      “It’s broad daylight and it was The Unicorn Emporium,” the chief pointed out. “How much danger do you really think she was in?”

      “Fine.” Landon blew out a frustrated sigh. “We’re even, Bay. I’m not going to yell.”

      “I don’t care if you do yell,” Bay countered. “We didn’t do anything. And I’m more than happy to resurrect my anger if you’re going to be a butt itch.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing as Landon’s cheeks flushed.

      “A butt itch?” Landon looked caught between laughter and annoyance. “That’s a new one.”

      “That’s what you remind me of right now,” Bay pressed.

      “Well, I would hate to be a butt itch.” Landon slid an arm around Bay’s shoulders and rubbed his nose against her temple. “I’m not angry. I am, however, curious about what Shane Norman was doing in Hemlock Cove.”

      “I think he was interested in Charlie,” Bay said, causing my heart to roll.

      “Me? Why would he care about me?”

      “He was staring at you when I came outside. I think he would’ve spoken to you if I hadn’t interrupted,” Bay explained. “You said he saw you the day you were at the resort. Maybe he discovered you were looking into Penny’s death and wanted to pass on some information.”

      “Why not share that information with us?” Landon challenged. “When I talked to him he barely opened his mouth.”

      “Yes, but you’re ‘The Man,’” Bay answered. “People are nervous talking to law enforcement. Charlie is young and looks approachable.”

      “I think she’s saying you look slutty,” Thistle offered, slathering mustard on her chili dog. “You might want to lay off the hooker makeup.”

      I frowned. “I don’t wear hooker makeup.” Wait … do I? I craned my neck in an attempt to catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror behind the counter, letting my attention be drawn to Landon only when he tapped his fingers on the table.

      “Your makeup is fine. Thistle is just being Thistle.”

      “She has teal hair,” I muttered. “She doesn’t have a lot of room to talk.”

      “Exactly,” Landon said. “Get back to Shane Norman. Do you think he was trying to talk to you or did he have something else on his mind?”

      “Like what?” I asked, confused. “I’ve never spoken to him. He stared a bit but couldn’t run away fast enough when he saw Bay.”

      “That might be because the Winchester reputation is well known around these parts,” the chief suggested. “In addition to being a Winchester, Bay has very clear ties to you and me, Landon. Maybe Shane Norman would be more willing to talk with Charlie.”

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I suggested.

      “We have to go back to the resort after lunch,” Bay agreed, bobbing her head.

      “You’re not going alone,” Landon interjected.

      “He won’t talk to us if you’re there,” Bay argued. “You have no choice but to step back.”

      “I have no problem taking a step back,” Landon said. “As long as I can still see you it will be fine.”

      “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “And I think I love you enough not to care.” Landon reached for the ketchup. “Go ahead and pout, Bay. I’m still going with you to the resort.”

      “Maybe I should go alone,” I suggested. “That might be the only way we can be reasonably sure that he’ll talk to anyone.”

      “Absolutely not,” Landon and Chief Davenport said in unison.

      “We go as a group or not at all,” Landon added.

      “Just let them have their way,” Bay muttered, her expression dour. “They won’t ease up, so it’s easier to compromise.”

      “Is that what you call it?” I questioned. “Compromise?”

      Bay shrugged. “What do you call it?”

      “Giving in.”

      Bay snorted, taking me by surprise. “Oh, Charlie, you’ll find that a lot of the things you believe now aren’t true. You’re young and set in your ways. Things will appear different when you get older.”

      “I’m fairly certain that was an insult,” I muttered.

      “I’m fairly certain I don’t care,” Landon shot back. “We’re going together. Get used to it.”

      He was still handsome. I would never say otherwise. But his tone was beyond grating Being low woman on the bossy totem pole well and truly sucked.
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      Our trip to the resort yielded nothing, not even a sighting of Shane Norman. His employees said he left early for the day, citing a headache, but it was clear something else was on his mind. Jim Green watched us from his perch above the lobby when we walked through the front doors, but other than that we garnered little attention.

      Landon swung by Shane Norman’s house on our way out of Bellaire. But the driveway was empty and the house dark, so we headed back to Hemlock Cove.

      My mind was busy on the drive, and I could see Bay thinking just as hard in the passenger seat.

      “I don’t understand why he would come looking for me,” I admitted, breaking the silence that had fallen over the Explorer. “Did he think I could help or something?”

      Bay held up her hands. “I have no idea what to tell you,” she said. “There are a hundred reasons he could be looking to talk to you.”

      I had trouble believing that. “Name one.”

      “Maybe he has information he’s uncomfortable sharing with law enforcement,” Bay suggested. “Police officers and FBI agents often make people uncomfortable. I’ve seen it numerous times since I started dating Landon. Even before then, when hanging around with Chief Terry, I saw it happen a lot, too.”

      “You mean the Dark Ages?” Landon teased, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he captured Bay’s hand and squeezed it. “I often forget you had a working knowledge of law enforcement before I entered your life.”

      “That law enforcement didn’t boss me around daily.”

      I pressed my lips together tightly, expecting Landon to blow. Instead he merely shook his head.

      “If you think I’m going to apologize for wanting to keep you safe, you’re wrong,” he said. “It makes me nervous that this guy showed up in Hemlock Cove. Before this happened, he was furthest down my list of possible suspects.”

      Well, that was interesting. “Why is that?” I asked. “I thought there was something odd about him the day I saw him on the loading dock, so he was high on my list.” In truth, I didn’t have a list. I simply wanted Landon to justify his list so I could better understand.

      “I usually don’t base my opinion on feelings,” Landon supplied.

      “That’s not true,” Bay countered. “You had a feeling I was worth saving when you first met me. You even risked your status as an undercover agent to do it.”

      “No, I risked my status to save a bunch of civilians running around in a corn maze in the middle of the night,” Landon clarified. “I would’ve done what I did no matter who was out there.”

      Bay looked almost disappointed. “Really?”

      Landon sighed. “Probably not, no. I’m supposed to say that I would. You’re the reason I was there that night. We both know it. You simply want to hear it because it makes you feel all girly and floaty.”

      Bay grinned. “You’re kind of a sap.”

      “If the sap fits.” Landon shrugged.

      I watched the interaction with a pang of loneliness. I never realized I was missing someone until I saw how happy Bay and Landon were simply being together. I spent my college years studying and enjoying the occasional party, but I made sure not to let anyone – including roommates – get too close. My secret weighed heavily on me and I didn’t want to risk letting anything slip at an inopportune time.

      I cleared my throat to interrupt the moment and forced their attention back to me. “If he saw me and knew I was asking questions and that somehow triggered his attention, wouldn’t it make more sense for him to be the guilty party? Maybe he wanted to silence me.”

      “That’s a theory, but I’m not sure that feels right,” Landon admitted.

      “I thought you didn’t base your opinion on feelings,” I challenged.

      Landon heaved a sigh, his annoyance evident. “This is why I need to hang around with more men. Women always throw things I say back in my face.”

      “She has a point.” Bay adopted a pragmatic tone. “You said you don’t base your investigative work on feelings. Why is this different?”

      “Because I also applied logic when I thought about it,” Landon answered. “Charlie wasn’t at the resort alone. She was with Jack. What good would approaching Charlie do if she has an investigative partner? He can’t possibly think he’ll silence Jack, too. That guy is clearly trained.”

      “Trained as what?” Bay asked, confused. “Is he like a circus performer?”

      Landon barked out a laugh, genuinely amused. “He’s military, sweetie.”

      “He is?” Bay’s eyebrows flew up her forehead. “How do you know? Did he tell you? He’s not much of a talker.”

      “He’s not much of a talker,” I interjected. “Well, he’s a talker when he wants to be bossy and tell everyone what to do. Other than that he’s pretty quiet … and judgmental … and full of himself.”

      Bay shifted in her seat to look at me. “That’s a man thing. You can’t let him get away with it. You have to force him to talk to you.”

      “Well, I’m not in the mood to talk to him at all right now,” I muttered, shifting my eyes to the window. “He’s a butthead.” I could see Bay’s smile out of the corner of my eye and opted to ignore it. “Landon is right about him being ex-military, though. He was a Marine.”

      “So that means that he’s probably intimidating to other men,” Bay mused, tapping her chin and turning to Landon.

      “He’s not ex-military. Once a Marine, always a Marine,” Landon nodded as though something had become clearer.

      “You had Millie with you, right?” Bay asked.

      I nodded. “I can’t see people wanting to approach her either. I find her funny, but she has a cranky persona. From what I can tell, most people find her intimidating.”

      “She’s like Aunt Tillie,” Bay noted.

      “No one is like Aunt Tillie,” Landon countered. “Millie seems a bit eccentric but mostly stable. Perhaps Shane Norman didn’t approach her simply because he didn’t see her. Maybe he came to town to find anyone from your group and happened to stumble across you first.”

      “I don’t understand why he would do that,” I said. “How does he think we’ll be able to help him?”

      “Good question,” Landon said. “Maybe he’s the murderer and he’s trying to push the animal angle. If he believes he can get you guys to look in the right direction he might’ve planted evidence somewhere in the woods. Maybe he’s the person you saw out there last night.”

      I searched my memory, trying to overlap the dark figure from my memory with my picture of Shane’s silhouette. “No way,” I said after a beat. “Shane Norman isn’t even six feet tall. What I saw in the woods was taller. Plus, well, I don’t like casting aspersions on people’s body types because I’m not about weight shaming, but Shane is kind of rotund.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think Penny was interested in him because of his looks,” Bay agreed.

      “That’s why you’re interested in me, though, right?” Landon asked cheekily.

      “Your looks are most of it, but I like the way you wash my car when it’s dirty, too,” Bay replied.

      “Keep it up,” Landon warned. “I’m going to sleep in the guest bedroom if you’re not careful. We have that thing for a reason.”

      “We both know that’s an empty threat,” Bay shot back. “You’ll cry if you’re forced to sleep without me.”

      Landon didn’t seem bothered by the assertion. “You’ll cry, too.”

      “Yes, we’ll be a couple of sad sacks.”

      Landon grinned as he leaned over to give her a quick kiss. Someone else – a lesser person, mind you – might find the display distasteful. It simply made me rueful.

      “You can drop me in town,” I offered as Hemlock Cove popped into view. “Millie is waiting for me. She was going to head back to the library for more research.”

      “Where will you go from here?” Landon asked.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “Do you still believe it was Bigfoot?” Bay asked, her sea-blue eyes somber as they locked with mine.

      “I believe that something odd is going on,” I clarified. “I know without a doubt that I can’t leave this town until I find out what it is.”

      

      BAY AND Landon dropped me in front of the diner. The rental vehicle remained in the same spot Millie had parked it in hours before, but she was nowhere in sight. I checked the diner to make sure she wasn’t waiting for me, and then set out to walk to the library. Hemlock Cove was small, so it wouldn’t take me long. It was a nice spring day, so I looked forward to the walk.

      My joy lasted only a few minutes.

      “I’ve been looking for you.”

      The woman detaching from the side of a Range Rover caught me by surprise. I took an involuntary step back when I recognized her. Phyllis Grimes looked different out of her resort uniform, and the dark glare she graced me with reminded me of a soap opera my mother used to watch. I braced myself for trouble … and possibly the ire of an Erica Kane wannabe.

      “Mrs. Grimes, I … how are you?”

      Phyllis arched a dubious eyebrow. “How am I? How do you think I am?”

      “I honestly have no idea,” I replied, looking around for the fastest escape route. “I’m not sure what you’re doing here. In fact, I’m not sure how you found me.”

      “You were with Bay Winchester at the resort,” Phyllis reminded me. “Everyone in the area knows the Winchesters on sight. They’re … famous.”

      “For what?”

      “Being busybodies,” Phyllis sneered. “That whole family is crazy. The great-aunt has a pot field behind the inn. She actually sells to high school students. Did you know that? The woman is out of control and no one does a thing to stop her.”

      I had no idea if that was true, but I wouldn’t put it past Tillie Winchester. “Okay, well, I’m here. Are you looking for me for a reason?”

      “I’m not sure you can help me, but I thought I would take a chance,” Phyllis replied. “I know Bay won’t listen to me. She works for the newspaper and she’s looking for a story. She doesn’t care how she gets it … or how many lives she ruins in the process.”

      “I don’t know her very well, but that doesn’t seem likely,” I argued. “She seems a genuinely nice woman.”

      “She was spawned by crazy people. That means she’s crazy by extension,” Phyllis shot back. “I’m not here to talk about Bay Winchester. I want nothing to do with any of the Winchesters. In fact, don’t mention you saw me to them. If Tillie Winchester decides she’s bored, she’ll curse me and nobody wants that.”

      I stilled, surprised. “She’ll … curse you?” I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “How will she curse you?”

      “No one knows how she does it,” Phyllis replied. “We simply know she does it … and she takes joy in doing it. Why don’t you ask Margaret Little about Tillie’s curses and see what she says.”

      “Tillie has cursed Mrs. Little?”

      “The woman runs a store that sells nothing but porcelain unicorns,” Phyllis replied, rolling her eyes. “What do you think?”

      I had no idea what to think, but I was fairly certain that fixating on Mrs. Little was a mistake. “So … you wanted to talk to me?” I’m not good in social situations sometimes – especially if I’m uncomfortable. I couldn’t ever remember feeling more uncomfortable than I did right now.

      “I do want to talk to you,” Phyllis bobbed her head. “When Bay approached me yesterday I handled things badly. She caught me off guard because I knew why she was there. She wanted to embarrass my husband. He doesn’t deserve it. I mean … the man is a good provider.”

      Is that how a wife makes excuses for her husband’s infidelity? If so, she should put a little more effort behind the lie. “I don’t know your husband,” I explained. “I mean … I saw him, but I don’t know him.”

      “I know you’ve heard the rumors,” Phyllis countered. “You think he’s a cheater. You think he slept with that Schilling slut. Well, he didn’t. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Ma’am, I don’t know what to tell you.” I felt helpless and held up my hands in a placating manner. “I’m not a police investigator. I work for the Legacy Foundation. We’re checking to see if an animal was involved in her death. If this is murder by human hands, well, we’ll have nothing to do with the outcome.”

      “An animal?” Phyllis’ expression was hard to read. “I heard that they thought it was an animal at first but ruled that out.”

      “And where did you hear that?” I was legitimately curious. I had a hard time believing Landon and Chief Davenport would share that sort of information with the media.

      “It’s just something I heard around the resort,” Phyllis replied, averting her eyes. “Are you saying they don’t know if a man or beast killed Penny?”

      “I’m saying that if they do they haven’t shared the information with me,” I cautioned. “I can’t say either way, because I’m not in the inner circle.”

      “But I saw you with Bay Winchester,” Phyllis pressed. “She dates that FBI guy. It was the talk of the town for two straight months when it first happened.”

      “Yes, well, that’s neither here nor there,” I said. “I’m staying at The Overlook and I did ride to the resort with Bay, but our avenues of investigation aren’t exactly overlapping.”

      “That’s news to me.” Phyllis swished her hips a bit, as if she was trying to let the new information wash over her. “It’s important that you know that my husband was not having an affair with Penny. He’s not the type of man who would do something like that. In fact, we’re very much in love.”

      “I’m sure that you are.”

      Phyllis acted as if she didn’t hear my comment. “My husband is faithful … and loving … and he’s such a good provider.”

      She kept pulling out that “good provider” nonsense. I couldn’t decide if she was really trying to convince me or herself of her husband’s innocence and his beneficence. “I’m sure he is.”

      “He would never cheat on me.” Phyllis was firm. “All of the women at the resort make up lies about him because they all want him to notice them. He’s handsome and everyone has a crush on him. But I got him. They’re jealous. I’m in a position of power at the resort, and the other women can’t stand it. All of the whispers … well … they stem from jealousy. You must see that.”

      “I can see that when you work in that type of environment it’s probably hard to stay clear of gossip,” I offered. “As for your husband … I don’t know him, ma’am. I’m not part of the investigation. You’ll have to take this up with Agent Michaels.”

      I’m not talking to that guy no matter what,” Phyllis huffed. “Everyone knows he makes excuses to cover for the Winchesters. He’s even willing to frame other people to do it.”

      “Why would he need to make excuses for the Winchesters?”

      “Because they’re crazy and evil,” Phyllis replied. “Everyone knows it.”

      “I … well … okay.” I wasn’t sure what to say. The woman seemed manic, as if she was too scattered to focus on one part of the conversation. “I’ll make sure that Bay and Landon are aware that your husband wasn’t cheating on you.”

      “Yeah, you do that.” Phyllis lowered her voice and I was almost certain she was going to shuffle away. Instead she lunged at me, taking me by surprise when she grabbed my shoulders and shoved her face in mine. Her ski-slope nose was only inches from me and I could feel her breath hot on my face. “My husband is a good man! You tell them!”

      Even though I wasn’t physically afraid of Phyllis I couldn’t stop my heart rate from climbing. “I will.”

      “You tell them!”

      “I … will.”

      “You tell them!” Phyllis gave me an exaggerated shake, snapping my head back and forth and making my mind go loopy. I lost my balance as I tried to remain upright. Thankfully someone moved in behind me before I could lose my footing and careen into the pavement.

      It was Thistle, and she didn’t look happy.

      “What the heck is going on here?”

      Phyllis managed to recover relatively quickly when she saw the teal-haired woman. “I … have to go.”

      “Why are you here in the first place?” Thistle challenged.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      And just like that, Phyllis scurried away from us and back to her car.

      “What was that?” Thistle asked, turning to me.

      “I have no idea, but it was really weird.”

      “Do you think? I always knew that woman was crazy.”

      “Funnily enough, that’s exactly what she said about your family,” I countered.

      “Yes, but we’re fun crazy, not ‘I-need-a-straitjacket-and-electro-shock-therapy’ crazy,” Thistle replied dryly. “Come on. I’ll get you some tea. Then you can tell me all about Phyllis Grimes and how freaking crazy she is. That’s one story I can’t wait to hear.”
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      “Are you okay?”

      Thistle’s gruff demeanor softened noticeably as she led me into her magic store, Hypnotic. I nodded as I glanced around, smiling at the homey interior. The store felt like the Winchesters. There was no other way to describe it. An aura of ease that was difficult to ignore washed over the store.

      “She didn’t attack me or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said, forcing a smile. “She was just a little manic.”

      “Yeah? I know Phyllis Grimes a little bit, but only because she lived around here for years. She was about ten years older than us, but she had a certain … um … reputation.”

      Well, that was interesting. “What kind of reputation?”

      Thistle’s smile was enigmatic. “Do you want some tea?”

      “Is it a long story?”

      “It’s certainly not a short one.”

      “Then I’d love some tea.”

      Thistle hurried around the counter and disappeared into the back room. Her absence gave me a chance to look at the bevy of items the store offered, all of which intrigued me. Thistle found me staring at a display shelf full of skull candles when she returned, wordlessly handing me a mug of tea before sipping her own.

      “Do you make these?” I asked, rubbing my finger over the top of a purple calvera.

      Thistle nodded. “I’m better with the crafty stuff. Clove is happier dealing with the customers. I don’t think anyone would rate my customer service skills very highly, but Clove is amazing with the shoppers.”

      “So you’re more behind the scenes and she’s more in front of the crowd,” I mused, tracing my fingers over the small table in the corner where a tarot deck sat. “Who does the readings?”

      “Mostly Clove.” Thistle’s eyes were keen as she looked me over. “She has a certain … gift.”

      “Do you have a gift?” I asked.

      Thistle shrugged. “Everyone has a gift, right? I’m good with crafts and artistic endeavors. Have you seen that metal witch down in the town square? I made that sculpture last year.”

      “I did see that.” I nodded appreciatively. “You’re gifted.”

      “I get that from my mother,” Thistle clarified. “She’s really good with craft projects, too.”

      “Is she the only one in your family good at crafts?”

      Thistle tilted her head to the side, considering. “I guess it depends on what you define as ‘crafts.’ We all have our strengths. Aunt Tillie makes a mean bottle of wine. And she’s a tremendous gardener.”

      “Pot?”

      Thistle smirked. “Who told you?”

      “Phyllis Grimes mentioned it,” I answered without hesitation. “She said you were all crazy and that your great-aunt grows pot to sell to the local kids.”

      Thistle remained silent but didn’t appear to be offended by the assertion.

      “It’s true?” I prodded.

      Thistle shrugged and held her hands palms up. “It’s true that Aunt Tillie has a horticultural streak that makes the two law enforcement officials in our lives unbearably agitated and uneasy.”

      I giggled at the way she phrased it. “I see.”

      “I’m not sure you do, but that’s okay,” Thistle said. “Aunt Tillie likes her pot. She claims she has glaucoma.”

      The idea of the feisty Winchester matriarch going blind made me inexorably sad. “Does she?”

      “Not that any doctor has ever diagnosed,” Thistle replied. “She simply likes her pot.”

      “I see.” That lightened my worry. “Does the rest of the family mind?”

      “The pot field keeps her busy, which keeps her out of everyone’s business … at least to a limited degree. The only time people care is when she takes young Annie – she’s the daughter of a close friend who used to work at the inn, and Aunt Tillie adores her – to the field. Then things get dicey.”

      “Even Landon doesn’t mind?”

      “Landon … um … Landon is all talk,” Thistle replied after a beat. “He’s an FBI agent and he believes in law and order, but he would never arrest Aunt Tillie.”

      “Because of Bay?”

      “Because he loves Aunt Tillie as much as we do,” Thistle answered. “Of course, she drives him just as nuts as she drives us, so it’s a family thing. Landon is family. He loves Bay and would never purposely hurt her. Despite his threats to the contrary, he’d never arrest Aunt Tillie. He’d find a way around it.”

      “And Chief Davenport?”

      “Terry has known about Aunt Tillie’s field longer than Landon, but pretends he doesn’t know about it,” Thistle replied. “He’s a good man with a wonderful heart. We’ve known him as long as I can remember. He wouldn’t arrest Aunt Tillie either. He threatened her often when we were kids because she’d take us on adventures. He never once followed through … and yet he caught us numerous times when we were torturing Mrs. Little. Aunt Tillie claims he arrested her, but I don’t believe it.”

      “So he keeps your secrets,” I mused, carrying my tea to the couch that rested in the middle of the store and sitting. “What other kind of secrets does he keep for you?”

      I had no idea why I asked the question. I didn’t expect Thistle to own up to anything. The way she narrowed her eyes made me realize I caught her off guard, but she was on edge given the lackadaisical way I pressed her. As much as I wanted to know who or what killed Penny Schilling – and I desperately wanted to know – I was determined to uncover the Winchesters’ secret, too.

      “I guess you’ll have to ask Bay about that,” Thistle replied. “I believe he keeps a lot of dirty secrets for her.”

      It was a masterful deflection, I had to give her that. She wouldn’t answer truthfully – that much was certain – so I let the topic drop. “I’m pretty sure all of his dirty secrets have to do with bacon, so they’re not really secrets, are they?”

      Thistle shrugged, her eyes weighted with worry as they locked with mine. “Everyone has secrets.” She sipped her tea, never shifting her gaze, and then finally the atmosphere in the store relaxed as she crossed one leg over the other. “So, tell me what Phyllis Grimes wanted.”

      “She wanted to make sure that I realized her husband wasn’t a sleaze who has affairs all over town … especially with Penny Schilling.”

      “I don’t know Bob Grimes all that well, but there’ve been rumors about him for as long as I can remember,” Thistle mused, leaning back in the chair. “We’re not exactly resort people. We don’t golf or ski, so we don’t have occasion to visit there very often.”

      “The dining room looks nice.”

      “It does, but my mother and aunts absolutely adore cooking. They’d pitch a fit if we ate a lot of meals there,” Thistle explained. “Actually, I think Bay and Landon went up there for a romantic meal a couple of months ago. They wanted time to themselves. I think there was a fight about it.”

      “Isn’t there always a fight in your family?”

      “We simply call it communication,” Thistle replied, unruffled. “As for Phyllis, there are some very unflattering stories about her. I guess it depends on who you talk to. There’s a small group of women who think she’s a victim, but the rest of the town believes she’s earned what’s happening to her.”

      Huh. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “I guess I’m missing part of the story.”

      “You are.” Thistle smiled, clearly enjoying her role as narrator for what looked to be a torrid tale. “So, Bay ran down the list of Penny Schilling’s boyfriends. It’s like a blast from the past for Walkerville’s Class of 1996.”

      I stared at her.

      “Hemlock Cove used to be known as Walkerville,” Thistle volunteered helpfully.

      “Yeah, I know. I don’t know what that has to do with the investigation.”

      “I’m getting to it,” Thistle said grouchily. “Don’t rush me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Anyway, so Phyllis, Bob, Shane Norman and Jim Green all graduated together,” Thistle said. “I don’t know if they were friendly. When they were in high school I was still decorating tree houses with Clove and Bay.”

      “Got it.”

      “You have to understand that there aren’t many job opportunities for people who choose to stay in Hemlock Cove,” Thistle explained. “Back then there were even fewer good jobs. You either worked at the resort or you didn’t get full-time wages and benefits. Walkerville’s manufacturing base died with the tire factory that closed a long time ago. That’s why the township council decided to rebrand the town as a tourist destination.”

      “Which seems to have worked out well for you,” I pointed out.

      “It has, but it was a big risk when the council members made the decision,” Thistle said. “The resort was it for a lot of people. I remember listening to my mother and aunts talking when we were kids. They were worried we would have no choice but to move out of Walkerville after graduation if we wanted to get good jobs.”

      “You didn’t want that?” It was hard for me to imagine purposely picking a town the size of Hemlock Cove to live in forever. I love travel and am fond of big cities. Hemlock Cove almost seemed stifling with everyone knowing everyone … and all the secrets they’re desperate to keep.

      “I always knew I would stay,” Thistle replied. “I think Clove did, too. I had no idea what I would do, but the idea of leaving Walkerville freaked me out. Bay, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to get out.”

      “But she’s here.”

      “She’s here now,” Thistle clarified. “She moved to Detroit for several years after graduating from college. She wanted to work for a big newspaper – and she did – but I could tell she missed Walkerville at a certain point. She was excited to move back to Hemlock Cove in the end. Now I can’t imagine her anywhere else. Neither can Landon, and that’s why he moved here.”

      “Even though that has to be tough on his future prospects with the agency?”

      “Landon has decided he wants Bay more than professional glory,” Thistle answered, her lips curving. “I wasn’t so sure at first. I was worried he would break her heart. Now the only thing I worry about is that they’ll break each other because they’re so freaking horny all of the time.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Unfortunately it didn’t work and I choked out a hysterical giggle.

      “Sorry.” Thistle’s smile was rueful. “Sometimes I simply say whatever comes to my mind.”

      “I have the same problem,” I admitted. “Jack has been on me about it almost from the first moment we met.”

      “Jack seems like a good guy, so you might want to listen to him,” Thistle argued. “I’m the last person who should be giving advice about being blunt, but sometimes it’s a curse.”

      “I’m starting to see that.” I rubbed the back of my neck and shifted on the chair. “You were telling me about the Class of 1996.”

      “Oh, right.” Thistle seemed eager to return to her story. “So, all of those guys started at the resort right after graduation. They weren’t in the jobs they’re in now, of course. Bob and Phyllis started in the dining room. She was a waitress and he was a dishwasher. I believe Shane Norman and Jim Green started as members of the grounds crew. In the summer they worked on the golf greens to keep them lush and pretty. In the winter they made snow and groomed the ski runs.”

      “Okay, but I’m not sure what that has to do with Penny Schilling’s death,” I prompted.

      “It doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with her death,” Thistle clarified. “I simply wanted you to have the background. The resort itself is like a small town. Everyone knows everyone and they’re all up in each other’s business.”

      “Like your family dinners?”

      Thistle smirked. “Not quite as fun but you get the gist of it. That gossip doesn’t stay at the resort. It spreads. There have been rumors about Bob Grimes for as long as I can remember. I have no idea if he’s slept with hundreds of women – that’s what the rumors indicate – but there are far too many whispers for some of it not to be true.”

      “So you think that Bob Grimes was screwing around on his wife, and that Phyllis might’ve killed Penny,” I surmised. “She seems incredibly manic and determined to keep up appearances. She kept saying what a good provider her husband is, as if that somehow makes up for the fact that he betrayed her trust every chance he got.”

      “I think Phyllis is the type of person who can snap at the drop of a witch’s hat,” Thistle admitted. “I also think she’s at a physical disadvantage if she wanted to kill Penny. Phyllis is small. She’s, like, a few inches taller than five feet. Penny had to have at least five inches on Phyllis. She wasn’t a big woman, but when you’re dealing with dead weight that seems like an insurmountable difference in stature right there.”

      “Have you dealt with a lot of dead bodies?” I teased.

      “You’d be surprised,” Thistle replied, not missing a beat. “I’ve dealt with my fair share of a lot of things. Moving a body like that would be almost impossible for Phyllis to do alone.”

      “So you think she had help,” I murmured, running the idea through my head. “Do you think her husband helped her?”

      “I’m not saying it was her,” Thistle cautioned. “She has her hands full with kids and a husband with a wandering eye. I think the odds of it being someone outside of that little group are slim, though.”

      “So you don’t believe in Bigfoot, huh?”

      Thistle shifted on her chair, the question clearly making her uncomfortable. “I’m not sure,” she hedged. “I believe there are things in this world that we can’t explain. I believe there are creatures we’ve never seen. I won’t rule out Bigfoot being real.”

      “I can’t say with any certainty what I saw last night, but it was big,” I offered. “It felt … different … from a human being. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      “Just because there might be a creature out there doesn’t mean the creature did the deed,” Thistle reminded me. “If Bigfoot lived off human beings, I think we would’ve had more bodies drop over the years.”

      “Unless you never discovered the bodies,” I pressed. “Maybe Bigfoot ate everything and there was nothing to discover. I’m sure you’ve had people go missing in this area.”

      “Fair point,” Thistle conceded. “I still think we’re dealing with a human who wanted the police to believe it was an animal attack.”

      “I don’t know what to believe,” I admitted. “On one hand, it would be great if we could track down a creature to blame. People aren’t comfortable when human beings are revealed to be monsters. That’s why they’re happy to pin the crime on an animal.

      “If it is an animal, it will most certainly be put to death for killing a human being,” I continued. “I don’t want some rare creature destroyed because it was merely following its instincts.”

      “Do you have anything concrete to go on?” Thistle asked. “Do you have anything other than those prints you found the first day?”

      “Just the supposition from the medical examiner that the DNA found on the body didn’t appear to be entirely human and could be a mishmash of other animal DNA.”

      “But didn’t the medical examiner also say the sample was so small it could’ve been contaminated?” Thistle pressed. “That might’ve been on purpose.”

      “And it might be a creature,” I argued. “We’re still in the debate portion of the investigation. Until we can all agree on what killed Penny Schilling, we’ll never be able to find the guilty party.”

      “I guess that’s true.” Thistle rubbed the back of her neck. “What will you do now?”

      “I’ll find Millie and head back to the inn so we can check in with Chris. I don’t know what else to do until then.”

      “Well … good luck.”

      “Yes. I think I’m going to need it.”
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      I spent another twenty minutes with Thistle before leaving her to work. She confirmed that she saw Millie walking toward the library a few hours earlier so I headed in that direction. I was lost in thought, trapped in my own head, so I didn’t notice the figure pacing me on the opposite sidewalk until I walked a full block.

      Slowly I let my attention drift in that direction, frowning when I realized that it was Jim Green. He wore worn jeans and a T-shirt instead of the suave suit he wore at the resort. His attention was in front of him and he didn’t so much as look in my direction. I couldn’t be sure he saw me … yet it felt as if he did.

      Green looped left at the intersection, heading toward the bakery. I made my decision quickly, scurrying across the street and following him rather than continuing to the library. My understanding was that none of the resort workers lived in Hemlock Cove. So why did they keep showing up here? I couldn’t come up with a feasible answer.

      Green ordered a coffee at the counter before sitting alone at a corner table. He didn’t look at me, but I was certain he was aware of my presence. I could’ve pretended to accidentally bump into him, even order a fresh coffee, but I was already caffeinated from the tea and my patience couldn’t hold out much longer.

      I squared my shoulders as I headed straight for Green, grabbing the chair across from him and sitting without invitation. If Green was surprised he didn’t show it. Instead he merely arched an eyebrow and locked gazes.

      “Good morning.”

      “It’s actually the afternoon,” I corrected, drumming my fingers on the table as I looked him up and down. “I almost didn’t recognize you without the suit and slicked-back hair. I saw you at the resort a few hours ago, so you must’ve gone home and changed, huh?”

      Green pursed his lips. “I can run back home and take care of both issues if that makes you feel more comfortable.”

      “That’s okay. I’m good.” I hoped I came off as more of a badass than I felt. “Are you following me?”

      Green’s eyebrows hopped. “Excuse me?”

      “Are you following me?” I repeated, refusing to back down. “I saw you on the street and you seemed to be matching my pace. That means you were following me.”

      “Why would I follow you?”

      “That wasn’t an answer,” I pointed out. “A reporter I know says that answering a question with a question is a surefire way to prove guilt.” Technically Bay didn’t say that. Landon said something like it while talking about her, but I couldn’t remember the exact nature of the conversation.

      “Did Bay Winchester tell you that?” Green sneered. “I wouldn’t put too much stock into her or that family. They’re crazy.”

      “You’re not the first person to tell me that,” I supplied. “Phyllis Grimes was here about an hour ago and said the same thing.”

      Green’s eyes flashed. “Phyllis was here? What did she want?”

      “Why do you care?” I challenged, confused. “She’s married to another man. Granted, that man was reportedly sleeping with the same woman you were involved with, but Phyllis should mean nothing to you.”

      “Phyllis and I graduated from high school together,” Green noted, his tone even but icy. “We’ve known each other a long time. We’re friends.”

      “That means you know Bob, too,” I pointed out. “Are you friends with Bob?”

      “Bob is … a diligent worker.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my smirk. “And a good provider, according to his wife,” I said. “Do you want to know what I find interesting about this little … ménage a whatever?”

      Green remained silent, his hands wrapped around his mug.

      “Phyllis waited for me on the street to make sure I knew her husband wasn’t a philanderer,” I started. “That only made me think he was even more of a turd. Shane Norman followed me around town yesterday. He acted as if he wanted to say something, but he practically ran into the unicorn store when he saw Bay. I have a hard time believing he had a burning need for a unicorn statue. How about you?”

      Green’s lips twitched. “I think Shane likes all sorts of fruity things.”

      “Are you saying that because you were sleeping with the same woman?”

      “I’m saying that because he’s an idiot,” Green replied.

      “You went to high school with him, right?”

      Green shrugged. “It’s a small area. If I remember correctly, he was there.”

      “Uh-huh.” I looked around the bakery before leaning in closer. “Shane left before he said anything, but he acted as if he was afraid of Bay Winchester. Phyllis practically attacked me on the street and only backed off when Thistle Winchester showed up. You’re here, but I didn’t see you until I left the Winchester magic shop, which probably means you were watching me.”

      “I just came to town for coffee,” Green countered. “I didn’t see you in any magic shop. I try to avoid places like that. They’re … unsavory.”

      “Yes, I’m often plagued by how unsavory candles and herbs are,” I drawled, narrowing my eyes. “If you’re not following me, why are you here?”

      “This is a bakery. I’m here for the baked goods and coffee.”

      “Uh-huh. They don’t have coffee in Bellaire?”

      “I’m sure they do, but I grew up in Walkerville.” Green maintained a calm demeanor, but I could tell he was fighting the urge to snap at me. Apparently he didn’t think I’d call him on his actions. He wasn’t good under pressure. “I like the coffee here.”

      “Yeah? I do, too. I just had tea with Thistle Winchester, so I’m going to take a break from caffeine.” I pushed back my chair and got to my feet, never breaking eye contact with Green. “I’m going to pick up my co-worker at the library. Then we’ll return to The Overlook. If you plan to follow me there, I’d be careful. Tillie Winchester is on a rampage, and she’s looking for people to add to her list.”

      The threat had the desired effect as Green made a face and shifted in his chair.

      “Enjoy your afternoon off,” I added, moving toward the door. “Make sure to watch behind you. There’s a rumor that Bigfoot is on the loose around these parts. Of course, you’re more frightened of the Winchesters than Bigfoot, aren’t you?”

      “Anyone with a brain is frightened of the Winchesters,” Green shot back. “They’ve earned their reputations. You have a nice day now.”

      “You, too.”

      

      I GLANCED over my shoulder multiple times upon leaving the bakery, but either Green was biding his time or wasn’t interested in following me after all. I was determined to make it to the library without distraction this time, but that didn’t happen. A blonde head in the cemetery caught my attention, and before I realized what I was doing I found myself watching Bay Winchester from several feet away as she did a bit of spring cleaning on a grave.

      “That’s better, huh?” Bay smiled at the headstone as she shoved a bit of garbage in a small plastic bag. She was talking to herself. Or, rather, she was talking to whoever rested beneath the stone. I recognized her efforts for what they were. I talked to my parents whenever I stopped by the cemetery, too.

      “We’ll plant flowers in a few weeks,” Bay volunteered. “Aunt Tillie wants something bright this year. She said the flowers Marnie picked out last year were boring and that you don’t like purple. She wants something blue.”

      Bay tilted her head to the side and laughed, almost as if she really was talking to someone. The way she focused on the headstone caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing around. Bay was clearly alone, yet I swear she was not only talking to someone but also hearing answers to her questions.

      “She’s feisty and good, as usual. I’m surprised she hasn’t been out here yet. She’s been busy torturing the guests and Thistle. You know how she is.”

      Bay paused and waited, her chin bobbing.

      “Yes, well, her health is good,” Bay offered. “I know you miss her, but we’re not ready to let her go yet. No, I wasn’t saying that you were trying to get her to go. I remember what you told me when … well … when we met in the fall.”

      I realized I was gaping – and out in the open – so I snapped my mouth shut and shuffled toward a tree to hide the fact that I was eavesdropping. The movement was enough to garner Bay’s attention.

      “There’s no reason to hide,” Bay said dryly, her eyes momentarily flicking to the stone before focusing on me. “I know you’re there, Charlie.”

      I felt unbelievably embarrassed to be caught eavesdropping on a private moment. It was none of my business that Bay enjoyed conversations with dead relatives. I did the same with my parents. I didn’t believe they talked back to me, but that hardly made Bay crazy. Although … everyone who worked at the resort said the whole Winchester clan was crazy. It was certainly possible that she was battier than a vampire stuck in a belfry, but she didn’t appear that way to me.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered lamely, poking my head out from behind the tree. “I was walking by and saw you. I thought I’d see what you were doing. Then I realized you were talking to … someone you lost … and I thought I should give you some privacy.”

      “This is my Great-Uncle Calvin,” Bay said, gesturing toward the stone. “That’s my grandmother over there. Her name was Ginger.”

      “Oh, well, it’s a beautiful cemetery.”

      “It is,” Bay agreed, dusting off the knees of her jeans as she stood. “We generally do a spring cleanup as a family but I was passing by and thought I’d pick up the bigger pieces and get them out of the way. The wind blows through here in the winter and a lot of candy wrappers and empty bottles find their way through the fence.”

      “That’s nice.” I studied the headstones. “Did you know your grandmother?”

      Bay shook her head. “She died before I was born. Aunt Tillie is our grandmother. Always has been.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Is Ginger her sister?”

      “Yes. They were very close.”

      “Just the two of them?”

      Bay chuckled, clearly amused by my discomfort. “They had a half-sister – Willa. They were raised to believe they were full sisters, but it turns out they weren’t. They were never close with Willa. I guess it wasn’t hard to sever the ties once the truth came out.”

      “It must’ve been hard on Willa.”

      “You would think so, but … no.” Bay tied the end of the bag so none of the garbage could escape. “What are you doing out here? I thought you were going to find Millie.”

      “I was looking for her when I ran into Phyllis Grimes.”

      Bay eyes widened. “Here? In town? What did she want?”

      I related my conversation with the woman, including Thistle’s appearance. There was no sense holding anything back because Thistle would tell Bay everything. Even though I remained suspicious of the Winchesters, I didn’t believe they had anything to do with Penny’s death.

      “Thistle is right about the ties between that group,” Bay noted. “I’ve been conducting a little research myself. I pulled an old high school yearbook and put it in my car. I plan to show the photos to Landon later.”

      “Where is Landon?”

      “Investigating with Chief Terry. He really didn’t say where they were going.”

      “I’m surprised he let you out of his sight,” I admitted. “He seems keen on keeping you close. It’s kind of … sweet.”

      “I thought you were going to say that it was kind of overbearing.” Bay’s grin was soft but earnest. “I told him I had work to do at the office. That wasn’t a lie, but he does like to hover occasionally. He thinks I find trouble.”

      “Do you?”

      Bay nodded. “I find it, it finds me. Sometimes I’m at fault. Sometimes I’m not. Sometimes Thistle is at fault. A good fifty percent of the time Aunt Tillie is at fault. Still, trouble seems to find us no matter who is at fault.”

      “It seems to be finding me, too, right now,” I admitted, chewing my bottom lip. “Jim Green is in town, too. He followed me when I left the magic shop and then went into the bakery to cover his tracks.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “I followed him into the bakery and confronted him, so he didn’t really have a choice,” I replied. “He claims he only came to town for coffee, but I don’t believe him.”

      “What do you believe?”

      “I think there’s something weird about that whole group,” I confided. “They all went to high school together. Three men from that class were sleeping with the same woman. A fourth member from that class was married to one of the men, and she keeps insisting he is no cheater even though everyone knows he is. It’s all too … weird.”

      “Weird is an apt word.” Bay chuckled as she shook her head. “I thought you were leaning toward the probability of Bigfoot killing Penny.”

      “I know you guys think it’s a joke, but I saw something the other night and I swear it was too tall to be a man,” I said. “I don’t know if it was Bigfoot, but it seemed too slim to be a bear. It reminded me of Chewbacca from Star Wars.”

      “I thought you couldn’t see hair,” Bay prodded.

      “I couldn’t, but … I saw something.”

      “I believe you.” Bay’s response was simple and succinct. “There are many things in this world that we can’t explain. Whether Bigfoot is real or merely a figment of the public’s imagination doesn’t mean there’s nothing out there.”

      “Do you believe in the paranormal?”

      Bay nodded. “Don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t have joined the Legacy Foundation if I didn’t.” I rolled my neck, enjoying the way my joints popped. I had a chance to push Bay. Did I dare? Oh, what do I have to lose? “What are you?”

      The question was barely a whisper. Bay raised her eyes to mine when she heard it. “What are you?”

      “I’m just a person,” I replied. “I graduated from college and joined the Legacy Foundation soon after. That’s my complete and total life story.”

      “No, it’s not.” Bay crossed her arms over her chest as she stared at me. “I understand the urge to protect yourself. People attack what they don’t understand. You don’t have to be afraid to tell me what you are.”

      “I’m not afraid … .”

      Bay cut me off with a shake of her head. “I see it. You need something to bolster your courage.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Losing the people I love.”

      “I don’t have anyone to love,” I pointed out. “I’m alone.”

      “You’re not, but you can’t see the truth of that yet because you’ve been alone for a long time,” Bay countered, heaving a sigh. “Do you really want to know what I am?”

      I nodded, my heart rate increasing. “Yes.” Was she really about to tell me?

      “Okay then, I will confide in you even though it’s a leap of faith,” Bay offered, wetting her lips. “I’m not a normal human being. You’re right about that.”

      “What are you?” My mouth was suddenly dry. I barely managed to croak out the words.

      “I’m a witch.”

      And just like that my excitement faded. “Yeah. So is everyone in the town.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand,” Bay cooed. “I’m a real witch. My entire family consists of real witches. We can perform magic, curse those we don’t like or agree with, even control the weather on rare occasions.”

      “You’re not serious?”

      Bay nodded. “Your turn. What are you?”

      “I have no idea,” I admitted, staring at my hands. “Have you ever seen Carrie?”

      Bay widened her eyes. “Yes.”

      “I think I might be Carrie.”

      Bay chuckled, the sound taking me by surprise. “Why don’t you sit down and we’ll go over this from the beginning. I doubt very much you’re Carrie.”

      “I think you’re wrong. The only difference is that no one has ever doused me in pig’s blood.”

      “Why don’t you tell me your story and we’ll go from there? Let’s not get dramatic until it’s called for. Criminy, you remind me of Aunt Tillie. She would love to be Carrie, though you seemed terrified by the prospect.”

      I couldn’t tell if the comparison was meant to be a compliment.
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      “So … you’re a witch?”

      I followed Bay to a metal bench and sat, my mind working at a fantastic rate. I knew something was different about the Winchesters, yet … this answer seemed somehow too simple.

      “I am.” Bay bobbed her head as she rested her hands on her knees. “All of the women in my family are witches.”

      “You have powers?”

      “We have different gifts,” Bay clarified. “As for powers … well … it’s not like you see on television. Except for Aunt Tillie, of course. She lives her life by what she sees on television, so she often seems like a soap opera character.”

      I chuckled despite the surreal situation. “What can you do?”

      “I can talk to ghosts and cast the occasional spell,” Bay replied, choosing her words carefully. “We can do a little magic here or there, but we don’t make it part of our normal lives. I’m nowhere near as strong as Aunt Tillie. Most of the spells I cast need power boosts from my cousins.”

      “Like … what?”

      “We call to the four corners,” Bay explained. “That’s how our line has always worked throughout the years. We’re no different.”

      “Do you mean directions? You call to the corners of the north, south, east and west?”

      Bay looked impressed. “How do you know that?”

      “I conducted a lot of research on the supernatural in college. I remember reading something about it,” I replied. “I tried to perform the spells in the book, but they didn’t work.”

      “Did you try the spells because you suspected you were a witch?”

      I shifted on the bench, finding it impossible to get comfortable. “I tried them because I didn’t think I fit in and I was desperately looking for reasons for my odd detachment.”

      “You protect yourself, and that’s probably wise,” Bay noted. “We won’t hurt you. We can generally tell when someone is evil, and you’re not evil. I’m not sure if you’ve been worrying about that, but people aren’t born evil. It’s your heart that decides what you will or won’t be, and your heart would never let you become evil.”

      “I … um … tell me about what you can do.” I wasn’t ready to admit my abilities until I saw proof of what Bay told me. I inherently trusted her – I probably always had because I sensed the goodness within – but I was understandably leery. “What kinds of things have you done?”

      “Well, when we were little Aunt Tillie would take us on adventures. Those adventures almost always had something to do with her meting out vengeance on people.” Bay smiled as her memories pushed to the forefront. “She enjoyed messing with Mrs. Little quite often. That often involved a spell or two. The Christmas after our fathers left I was in a bad mood because of … well, a lot of things … and she made it snow to save Christmas that year.”

      “She can control the weather?” That sounded unbelievably fantastical.

      Bay nodded. “She’s done it on more than one occasion. I’ve seen her bring lightning storms down on people threatening us on more than one occasion.”

      “Did she kill them?”

      “A few. They were all bad people, so don’t worry about that. We seem to attract a certain type of enemy. Aunt Tillie doesn’t play favorites with her enemies. She enjoys smiting them no matter what they’ve done.”

      “What about your mother and aunts? What can they do?”

      “They have their own blend of magic,” Bay replied, her expression wistful. “They’re all kitchen witches. Clove, Thistle and I tend to be elemental witches, drawing our magic from the earth and air. Mom, Marnie and Twila focus their energies in the kitchen. That doesn’t mean they can’t conjure a spell when necessary. I believe they did it more often when they were younger.”

      I bit my bottom lip as I ran the information through my head. “And you can talk to ghosts?”

      “That’s also a family gift.” Bay’s smile turned strained. “It’s not exactly a comfortable gift, but I’ve learned to live with it.”

      “Is that what you were doing today? Talking to ghosts, I mean.”

      “I was here to clean graves because I do some of my best thinking when I have a secondary task to focus on,” Bay explained. “I sometimes have a conversation with Uncle Calvin when I’m here. He only seems to talk to me when I’m alone.”

      “He was Tillie’s husband?”

      “Yes. I never met him in life. However, we’ve had some marvelous conversations. He was a good man. I often think he had to be a saint to marry Aunt Tillie. He really loved her.”

      “Was he talking to you today?”

      “We had a brief conversation,” Bay replied. “He doesn’t talk to me often. I don’t believe he’s on this side. He manages to drift over occasionally, but he lives in a better place. Most ghosts who remain behind do so because they have unfinished business. They only stay until that business is settled.”

      “Do you help them move over?”

      “When I can. It’s not always possible.”

      “Have you seen Penny’s ghost? I know you’ve been looking. I watched you at her apartment. You seemed to be searching for something, although at the time I couldn’t figure out what. I saw you at the resort staring out into nothing, too. You were looking for her, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” Bay confirmed. “Sometimes when people are killed they remember exactly what happened and point us in the right direction. Other times the truth of their death is so traumatizing that it takes time for answers to come. I was hopeful Penny was still around, but if she is, I haven’t seen her.”

      “You don’t believe Bigfoot killed her, do you?”

      “No. I don’t think you really do either.”

      “I saw something,” I protested.

      “You saw a shadow in the dark,” Bay clarified. “I also saw your reaction when Jack mentioned the falling branch and how high up it was. I saw that branch. It wasn’t ripped from the tree. Well, I mean it was, but a physical being didn’t do it. Magic did.”

      I balked. “How can you possibly know that?”

      “I’ve sensed something in you from the moment we met,” Bay admitted, tilting her head to the side as she regarded me. “You’re powerful in a different way from us. There’s power inside of you. There’s no sense denying it.”

      “I … does Landon know about all of this?” I had no idea why my mind immediately flew to him. He was such a straight arrow that I had trouble wrapping my head around the idea that he could deal with something this freaky.

      “He knows,” Bay confirmed. “I couldn’t keep something like that from him. We were drawn together because we both chased the same case. When he initially found out about the Winchester witch gene he took a step back. I won’t deny that it hurt.”

      “That’s what you guys were talking about,” I murmured. “That’s why you were upset.”

      “I wasn’t really upset,” Bay clarified. “I was … all right, I was upset. Still, Landon came back. He needed time to think. There are people out there who will not only accept you for what you are but love you despite it.

      “That’s the key, of course,” she continued. “You want to be wary of people who want to be close to you because of your abilities. They are not to be trusted. That’s originally why we weren’t fond of Sam. We thought he wanted to be close to Clove only because she’s a witch.”

      “You obviously got over that,” I pointed out.

      “We have. Sam came to town because he researched the Winchester witches and wanted to get to know us. He fell in love with Clove because she’s Clove.”

      “And what can she do?”

      “Whine and complain.” Bay smiled. “She has certain cognitive abilities. “If you want to talk to her she can share that information. It’s not my place. I feel comfortable talking about my abilities, but I won’t gossip about my cousins.”

      “And Landon really understands?”

      “Landon is a unique individual who loves with his whole heart,” Bay answered. “He understands and looks past the magic. He isn’t always happy about the trouble it brings, but a good man will always follow his heart.”

      “Hmm.” I tapped my lip as I considered the statement. “I always thought I would have no choice but to be alone. I didn’t think people would understand. But there are times I can’t hide the things I can do.”

      “And what can you do?”

      “I … um … see things sometimes,” I admitted. It was hard to grit out the words, but I immediately felt better after I did. “I can sometimes see the past or the near future when I touch things. I saw you when I touched Mrs. Gunderson the other day. That’s why I tried to touch you later. I wanted to get another flash.”

      “That was odd, but I figured maybe you rolled that way.” Bay’s smile was impish. “What did you see when you touched Mrs. Gunderson?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s what made me suspicious of you guys. Well, to be fair, I was suspicious before I saw the flashes. The images sent my curiosity into overdrive. I saw you as a little girl. You were in this cemetery with Terry. He cried and hugged you.”

      “That was probably the day I talked to his mother after her death,” Bay mused. “I told him what I saw. He believed me, although he never wants to talk about it. He likes to pretend he doesn’t know about us. We let him because it’s somehow easier.”

      “I also saw you and Landon,” I offered. “He was upset, screaming your name. You were fighting some monster. I think it was made of mist.”

      Bay leaned forward, intrigued. “Really? I wonder if that was Floyd.”

      Something clicked in my head. “It had to be! I heard Tillie yelling, ‘I’m coming for you, Floyd.’ I wasn’t sure they were part of the same memory.”

      “They were. Floyd was an angry poltergeist. We gave him what he deserved in the end.”

      “So … he’s gone?”

      “More than a year now,” Bay confirmed. “So you see flashes of the past and future. That’s a cognitive gift. You can move things with your mind, too. I’ve seen you do it.”

      Admitting to the psychic flashes was one thing. Admitting to the other was quite another. “I … .”

      “It’s okay.” Bay rested her hand on mine to soothe me. “I won’t tell. It’s okay. I know about having a secret. I know how hard it is to deal with something you can’t control.”

      “That’s just it, I can’t control the … other,” I admitted, tears swamping my eyes. “It started happening when I was ten. I saw flashes and it haunted me. My parents kept trying to get me to talk about it, but I couldn’t.

      “Then one night the neighbor’s house went up in flames and I saw it before it happened,” I continued. “I told my parents and they checked. It was too late to help the woman who lived there. It overwhelmed me and … well … I blew up a light bulb.”

      “That must’ve been difficult,” Bay clucked, her expression sympathetic but free of judgment. “What did your parents say?”

      “Oh, they were fine,” I said hurriedly. “I mean, they were surprised, but they went out of their way to make sure I knew that it wasn’t my fault. They were always good that way.”

      “That’s good.”

      “They weren’t my real parents, though.” I felt guilty even uttering the words. “That came out wrong. They were my real parents. They weren’t my birth parents. I have no idea who my birth parents were. They dropped me off at a fire station in the middle of the night. I have no memory of them.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Four.”

      Bay took me by surprise when she stroked the back of my head. It mirrored something my adoptive mother did to soothe me whenever I was upset. “You believe they abandoned you because of your abilities, don’t you?”

      “Why else?”

      Bay shrugged, noncommittal. “It could’ve been a number of things,” she replied. “Perhaps they were trying to protect you because they knew someone might come through them to try to use your powers. Perhaps they knew they weren’t equipped to give you the life you deserved, so they opted to give you the best chance they could. You may never know why they did what they did.

      “In truth, though, they might’ve done you a favor,” she continued. “They might’ve put you in the system so you could get help. I’m a firm believer that things work out as they’re supposed to. That’s why I let Landon go without a fight when he opted to leave.”

      “Did you know he would come back?”

      “No. I felt in my heart he would, but I didn’t want to keep him if he didn’t want to stay.”

      “That’s how I want to feel about my parents,” I said. “I can’t help but wonder. Do you think they were like me?”

      “In witch families, the power is handed down from the mother,” Bay explained. “Boys sometimes get hints of magic, but they’re never as powerful as the girls. Perhaps that’s what happened to you.”

      “Do you know any telekinetic witches?”

      “Yes.”

      “You do?” I couldn’t stop the hope from expanding in my chest.

      “Aunt Tillie can move things with her mind if she puts a lot of effort behind it,” Bay offered. “I have on one or two occasions. It’s draining for us. It doesn’t sound as if it’s draining for you.”

      “I try not to do it at all,” I said. “I don’t want people to notice. It pops up occasionally. That’s what happened with the diner door when you noticed it flying out.”

      “I figured as much, but I didn’t want to push you.” Bay looked thoughtful. “It also happened at breakfast the first morning after you arrived … and the morning after you found us dancing in the field. You didn’t realize it – and I don’t think anyone else did, so don’t panic – but your spoon stirred in your coffee mug without you touching it.”

      “Oh, my … .” I felt sick to my stomach. “I can’t believe you noticed that.”

      “It’s fine.” Bay dismissed my potential freakout as if I were two years old and throwing a tantrum. “I understand why you’re looking for answers. I understand why you don’t volunteer information to anyone who asks for it. You should be careful. This is a dangerous world.”

      “But?”

      “But you’re not alone.” Bay’s smile was soothing. “You have help if you need it. You have us if you ever need to talk. You won’t be here forever. Whether Bigfoot is to blame or one of Penny’s suitors flipped his lid, you will eventually leave this place. But we’ll always be here if you need answers. Don’t forget that.”

      “Do you have the answers I need?”

      “That’s a good question. I’m not sure I can answer it.”

      “Can you help me find my parents?”

      “I … .” Bay broke off and shook her head. “There are a few spells we might try, locator spells and the like, but I doubt very much they’d lead you to what you’re really seeking.”

      “And what do you think I’m seeking?”

      “A place where you belong,” Bay answered without hesitation. “You need to give this job time, Charlie. You can’t get every answer in the exact moment you ask the question. You need to reach out to others and let them help you.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” I challenged. “We’re searching for paranormal beings and hoping magic is the answer to certain questions. All the while I’ll be keeping a big secret from these people. How can I trust them if they can’t trust me?”

      Bay shrugged, her expression enigmatic. “I think that the easiest way to hide is to become the thing you believe is hunting you. Insulating yourself in this group was a smart move.”

      “But I’ll never be able to trust them,” I groused. “How am I supposed to build a life if I can’t trust people? How am I supposed to get a Landon of my own if I’m always lying?”

      “You don’t always have to lie,” Bay pointed out. “You merely have to protect yourself until you get a better feel for the people you’ve surrounded yourself with. When it comes down to it, I’ll bet there are a few you can trust in that group.”

      “Laura?”

      Bay immediately started shaking her head. “You’ll never be able to trust Laura. She reminds me of a girl I went to high school with. She’s a user and manipulator.”

      “Then who?”

      “I think Millie is more than trustworthy,” Bay offered. “Watch her a bit. I think she’s keeping lots of secrets.”

      “She reminds me of Tillie.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing. I know you’ve only seen us complaining about Aunt Tillie, but we’d be lost without her.”

      “Who else?” I asked. “Do you think Chris will be okay with it?”

      “Chris seems to be a man searching for something only he can explain,” Bay replied. “I think Jack will be your greatest ally.”

      I balked, frustrated. “He’s a jerk.”

      Bay smiled. “All men seem like jerks until you understand where they’re coming from. I’m not telling you to confide in Jack right away. Simply … get to know him.”

      “So he can be more of a jerk?”

      “So you and he can learn that trust is reciprocal,” Bay corrected. “It’ll be okay, Charlie Rhodes. I can’t see the future like you, but I have faith. Now, come on. It’s almost time for dinner, and I think we both could use the fuel. We need to decide where to look next in this investigation. I’m convinced Bigfoot isn’t the culprit.”

      “I still believe in Bigfoot,” I admitted as I trailed her toward the downtown hub. “I’ll always believe.”

      “I believe in Bigfoot, too,” Bay said. “I simply don’t believe Bigfoot murdered Penny Schilling.”

      “Do you have any idea who did?”

      “No, and she’s not around to answer the question for us,” Bay replied. “That’s why we have to work together. Sometimes the dead rely on the living to provide answers. That’s our job.”

      “Okay, but you still haven’t told me what everyone was doing naked in the field the other night,” I prodded. “Was that a spell?”

      Bay shook her head. “Sometimes being naked is a form of magic all its own.”

      “I’ll bet Landon told you that.”

      Bay chuckled. “He might’ve made the suggestion. Come on. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
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      I texted Millie to tell her I’d ride back to The Overlook with Bay. The blonde witch drove around a bit so I could get myself together before facing her family and my team. I didn’t mean to cry, but it was such a relief to share my story with someone I couldn’t help myself.

      Bay was a good listener. She went through everything with me from the beginning. Her more pragmatic approach when it came to my birth parents was much different from my scorched-earth policy, but I understood where she was coming from. I couldn’t accept it … or forgive them … but I got it.

      By the time we reached the inn I was breathing normally. Bay assured me that no one would notice I’d been crying. I was thankful for her presence. The Overlook was quiet when we entered. I was ready to make my escape – I figured a shower and change of clothes would allow me to shake off the remnants of an emotional afternoon – but the sound of voices in the library drew Bay’s attention. I made the mistake of following.

      “Hey, sweetie.” Landon sat on the couch, a drink clutched in his hand. He looked happy to see his girlfriend. He lifted his chin to accept her kiss and made room for her on the couch. “Where have you been? I expected you an hour ago.”

      “I was hanging around with Charlie,” Bay replied calmly, tipping Landon’s glass so she could see inside of it. “Whiskey? Did you have a hard day?”

      “It’s always a hard day when I’m separated from you.”

      Bay made an exaggerated face. “Smooth talker.”

      “No, he’s telling the truth. He’s done nothing but worry about where you were for the past hour,” Jack said, his presence taking me by surprise as I shifted my eyes to the other end of the room. He sat on one of the leather chairs in the corner, a drink in his hand. He looked happy and relaxed. I hadn’t seen him since this morning … and I wasn’t keen to make up for lost time.

      “Yes, well, he’s a sap.” Bay tapped her finger against Landon’s cheek. “Strangely enough, even though I saw you just a few hours ago, I missed you.”

      “Yeah?” Landon’s expression was hard to read. “I stopped by the newspaper office to surprise you with a doughnut from the bakery. You weren’t there.”

      “I was there for a bit, and then I had something else to take care of.” Bay remained strong in the face of Landon’s accusatory tone. I felt my own annoyance bubbling up. It was almost as if he didn’t trust her. Given how she’d taken care of me, I wasn’t sure I could put up with that.

      “What did you have to take care of?” Landon asked.

      “Things.” Bay flicked her eyes to me. “Do you want a drink, Charlie?”

      “I can get it.” I shuffled toward the cart, making sure to avoid eye contact with Jack. I could feel his gaze on me, but the last thing I wanted to do was deal with him. “Do you want something, Bay?”

      “I’ll take a Jack and Coke, Thank you, Charlie.”

      “You’re welcome, Bay.”

      Landon pursed his lips as he glanced between us. “Why are you guys being so formal?”

      “It’s called being polite,” Bay answered. “You should try it sometime. It does wonders for personal relationships.”

      “Uh-huh.” Landon didn’t look convinced. “Where were you, Bay?”

      “I told you I was doing stuff,” Bay replied icily. “I wasn’t getting in trouble, so there’s nothing to get worked up about.”

      “See, the fact that you’re announcing that makes me nervous,” Landon admitted. “Why won’t you tell me where you were?”

      “I was working. I didn’t realize you were my keeper,” Bay shot back, her blue eyes flashing. “Why are you being such a pain in the butt?”

      “Because there’s a murderer out there. You took off, and I couldn’t find you,” Landon gritted out, his cheeks flushing with color. “When you love someone – especially as much as I love you – it’s natural to want to know that she’s safe.”

      “You could’ve called or texted,” Bay argued.

      “I did. Eight times.”

      “Oh.” Bay looked abashed as she dug in her pocket and retrieved her phone. Her expression was sheepish when she glanced up. “I didn’t hear it because I turned it off.”

      Landon muttered, draining his drink. I wisely mixed two Jack and Cokes and carried them to the couple before taking mine to the empty chair and wishing it swallowed me whole.

      “I’m sorry.” Bay sounded earnest as she wrapped her hand around Landon’s wrist. “I didn’t mean to turn off the phone. I went to get coffee and got distracted by the cemetery.”

      “You were in the cemetery?” Landon’s anger fled. I had to wonder if it was because he thought she was talking to ghosts rather than me. “Why were you there?”

      “I like to think while I’m working, so I cleaned off Uncle Calvin’s grave. Then I cleaned Grandma Ginger’s before running into Charlie. After that we talked a bit and I lost track of time. I didn’t do it to punish you.”

      “I know that, sweetie.” Landon rested his hand on top of Bay’s head. “I’m sorry. I don’t like worrying about you. It makes me crazy. Your vehicle was in the parking lot at the newspaper office, so I thought you were in town with Thistle and Clove. They said they hadn’t seen you, though, and by the time I got back to the newspaper office you were gone. I thought you were here, but … .”

      “Charlie and I went for a drive,” Bay volunteered. “We were just chatting. I didn’t realize how long we’d be gone.”

      Landon arched a dubious eyebrow, but ceased all forms of argument. “Well, it’s done. You’re here and you’re safe. They made pot roast for dinner. All is right with the world.” He kissed the top of her head. I had a feeling Bay was looking at a serious conversation later, but Landon was smart enough to let it slide while he had an audience.

      “All will be right with the world if you massage me later,” Bay corrected, earning a smirk from Landon. “I want lotion and everything.”

      “Fine.” Landon obviously didn’t want to engage in an argument. “You’re just lucky they made cake to bolster my energy.”

      “They always make cake.”

      “Not red velvet.”

      Bay brightened considerably. “Score!”

      “You’re easy to please, sweetie. That’s one of my favorite things about you.”

      We lapsed into comfortable silence. All I could think about was taking a shower. Even though I knew it would mean drawing attention to myself, I drained my glass and got to my feet. “I’m going to get cleaned up.”

      “Are you okay?” Bay asked pointedly.

      I nodded and averted my gaze. “I’m fine. Just tired. It’s been a long day.”

      “You don’t want to miss the pot roast and cake,” Landon said. “Make sure you don’t fall asleep.”

      “I have no intention of missing the pot roast and cake.” I was thankful to make my escape. I made it back to my room door – and the emotional freedom so tantalizingly close on the other side – before being stopped by a hand on my arm. I wasn’t surprised to find Jack behind me when I turned. “What?”

      If he was bothered by my tone, Jack didn’t show it. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Why would you think otherwise?”

      “Because your eyes are red and puffy, and all of your makeup has washed off.”

      Of course it had. I knew I shouldn’t have believed Bay when she said I looked perfectly normal. Given the circumstances, that was impossible. “I’m fine, Jack.” I forced myself to remain calm. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “Where have you been all day?”

      “Why do you care?”

      The question obviously caught him off guard, because he jerked his head back. “I … you’re my responsibility. I’m head of security.”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t realize that being head of security also made you my babysitter,” I groused. “For the record, I was working most of the afternoon. I ran into a few suspects and shared the information with Bay.”

      “You ran into a few suspects?” Jack was flabbergasted. “Are you okay? Why didn’t you call me?”

      “Because we’re here looking for Bigfoot, not investigating the many corners of Penny Schilling’s complicated love life,” I answered. “I told Bay. I’m sure she’ll share the information with Landon.”

      “Why didn’t she already do it?”

      I shrugged. “Perhaps she wanted privacy. You’ll have to ask her. Now, if that’s all, I need to take a shower. I wasn’t lying about it being a long day.”

      Jack worked his jaw for a few seconds. Finally he snapped it shut and offered me a curt nod. “As long as you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine, Jack.” I forced a tight smile. “I made it through the day without a babysitter. I didn’t put the moves on anyone, including you. That should make you happy.”

      The corners of Jack’s mouth tipped down. “Listen, if you’re still upset about what I said this morning … .”

      “I’m not upset.” That wasn’t a lie. I was far too drained to be upset. “I just want a bath.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Jack looked furious as he swiveled, taking the steps with an attitude I couldn’t put a name to. I was fairly certain I heard him muttering as he descended the stairs.

      “I am so sick of people,” I muttered, slipping my key in the door. “I can’t wait for this case to be over.”

      “Something tells me you won’t have to wait long,” Tillie announced, appearing in the hallway, her combat helmet firmly in place and a whistle in her hand.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked, eyeing the whistle.

      “Intuition.”

      “Well … okay.” I pushed open the door. “I’m dying to ask … what’s the deal with the whistle?”

      Tillie’s smile was tinged with mayhem. “I like to put my lips together and blow.”

      Wait … was that an answer?

      

      BAY SHARED the gossip about my interaction with Jim Green and Phyllis Grimes while I was upstairs, so that by the time I joined everyone at the dining room table both groups were mired in heavy discussion. I preferred it that way.

      The only open seat was between Jack and Landon. I took it without complaint, but focused on my plate rather than my dinner partners.

      “Well, that can’t be normal,” Winnie noted, shaking her head. “I always knew Phyllis Grimes was wrapped a little tight, but I didn’t think she’d go off the rails like this. I knew marrying Bob would backfire on her – the guy had a wandering eye in the womb, I swear – but she can’t seriously believe that denying the fact that he can’t keep it in his pants will make anyone believe her.”

      “I don’t think that’s what she’s worried about,” Bay countered, dipping a dinner roll into the pot roast gravy. “I think she’s either covering for herself – which doesn’t seem likely because I can’t see her managing to drag a body into the woods without help – or she thinks there’s a possibility her husband is a murderer and she’s trying to cover for him.”

      “I’m not sure what this has to do with anything,” Chris interjected. “We’re clearly looking for a hominid. I saw the video footage from last night. There’s a creature out there.”

      “There is?” That was news to me. I forced my questioning gaze to Jack. “Did you see it? I thought the footage was too blurry.”

      “It was too blurry,” Jack confirmed. “Chris is convinced he saw something in the video. But no matter how we try to clean it up it still looks like a shadow in the woods at night.”

      “It’s a sasquatch,” Chris barked.

      “It’s a sasquatch-like shape,” Jack said, his lips curving downward. “Either way, he wants all of us in the woods tomorrow.”

      “To do what?” I asked blankly.

      “We’re going to find Bigfoot,” Laura replied. She looked irked more than anything else. “Chris is convinced having more of us out there tromping around will scare Bigfoot out of hiding so we can photograph him.”

      “Oh.” That made absolutely no sense. I risked a glance at Bay. “I guess that sounds okay.”

      “I have a better idea,” Bay offered, causing numerous heads to snap in her direction.

      “No, you don’t,” Landon said automatically.

      Bay refused to back down, her eyes flashing dark. “Yes, I do.”

      “No, sweetie, you don’t.” Landon almost sounded whiny. “Whenever you have an idea I end up in the lake or ducking so pottery doesn’t hit my head.”

      “I don’t understand the reference,” Chris said.

      “It’s an inside joke,” Bay said, grabbing Landon’s knee under the table. “I think you’re going to like this idea.”

      “Well, that means I definitely won’t like it,” Landon grumbled.

      “Why don’t you listen before shutting her down?” I snapped, causing Landon to glare in my direction. “You don’t always have to talk over her, you know.”

      “I’m not talking over her.” Landon kept his voice low. “Fine. Tell me your idea, sweetie. I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      “The resort has a 5K run scheduled tomorrow,” Bay said, ignoring Landon’s tone. “I have a copy of the list of participants because The Whistler needs it for coverage of the race. The money is for a local charity for abused children.”

      “Okay.” Landon tilted his head to the side as he rubbed his index finger over the lip of his wine glass. “I’ve seen the signs for the race, but … what does that mean for us?”

      “All of our suspects are participating in the race, and the course happens to cross the Dandridge property,” Bay explained.

      “Oh?” Landon perked up. “You think whoever dumped Penny’s body in the woods knew about the location because they’d already been there scouting it for the race.”

      “I do indeed,” Bay agreed, bobbing her head. “I also told Phyllis Grimes and Shane Norman that you had more evidence than I was willing to share. I was thinking that if you put some police tape around an area and then left it alone … maybe hid in the woods … that you might be able to draw out a suspect.”

      “How would that work?” Chris asked, confused.

      “The route doesn’t pass by the area where the body was dumped,” Bay explained. “I looked at the map this afternoon. All of our suspects are participating in the race, which means they’ll be out there and have a reason to look around without drawing too much attention.”

      “It’s still a hike off the main trail, but Bay thinks that the guilty party will check out the scene if he or she gets the chance,” Landon supplied. “That means if we’re hiding in the woods we’ll be able to spot whoever it is.”

      “Exactly.” Bay appeared to be overly pleased with herself. “It’s not proof, but … .”

      “It gives us a solid direction,” Landon said, his expression softening as he eyed his girlfriend. “You’re kind of a genius sometimes. You know that, right?”

      Bay smiled. “I know.”

      “Oh, barf,” Tillie muttered as she mimed hanging herself with an invisible rope. “All of this planning only works if the killer is human. What if it really is Bigfoot?”

      “A hominid,” Chris corrected. “It’s a hominid. I’m certain of it.”

      “Then things will work out well for you,” Bay pointed out. “You want the area to be busy with people to scare your hominid out of the trees. If you guys are out there and look like you’re working, that will unnerve runners and Bigfoot alike.”

      “Huh, that’s not a bad idea,” Jack admitted, rubbing his chin. “In fact, I think it’s our best shot to draw out the guilty party.”

      “Which is a hominid,” Chris pressed.

      “Yes, it will draw out the hominid, too,” Jack shot back, his temper bubbling. He was clearly at the end of his rope with Chris, working overtime not to run off at the mouth and endanger his job. “I’ll need to see some maps so I can make sure my team is safe.”

      “Good,” Landon enthused. “We’ll discuss it after dinner.”

      “You’re giving me a massage after dinner,” Bay reminded him.

      Landon opened his mouth to argue, but something in Bay’s eyes clearly told him that was a bad idea. “We’ll discuss it over breakfast tomorrow.”

      “That sounds fine,” Jack said, smirking. “At least we’re finally getting somewhere.”

      “Yes, we’re getting close to immortality,” Chris enthused, rubbing his hands together.

      Jack rolled his eyes until they landed on me. “We’re getting close to answers. That’s the most important thing.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, reaching for my wine glass. “We all want answers.”

      Now we just needed to get them.
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      “No way!”

      Landon vehemently shook his head when Bay led us into Marcus’ stable the next morning. He’d been arguing with Bay – and by extension Thistle and Marcus – for what seemed like forever. In real time it was probably two hours, but it felt a lot longer because he very rarely lost steam when arguing.

      “I think it’s a good idea,” Bay pressed, running her hand over the nose of a black horse that poked his head out to see what all of the fuss was about. “We’ll be able to cover more ground.”

      Landon was adamant. “No.”

      “Landon … .”

      “No, Bay.” He gave his head a firm shake. “I don’t want you on a horse.”

      “I’ve ridden horses since I was a kid.” Bay adopted a pragmatic tone that she probably believed was reasonable and would somehow soothe Landon into agreeing with her. I had a feeling her tactics would push him in the opposite direction and she’d be better off screaming at him. She clearly knew him well, but it was obvious he had no intention of backing down. “I’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “No.” Landon crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m putting my foot down.”

      Bay pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, her frustration evident. “Landon,” she growled. “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “I don’t care. I’m putting my foot down. I mean it.”

      Thistle snorted, amused. “This should end well.”

      When Bay announced she had another brilliant idea over breakfast at The Overlook I was excited … until I realized she wanted us to ride horses along the trails so we could cover more ground. I’d never been close to a horse – including the small ponies at festivals when I was a kid – and I wasn’t keen on the idea of riding an animal that could kill me if it decided to throw me. Landon, it seemed, felt the same way.

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” Bay argued. “I’m an adult.”

      “I don’t care.” The more Bay pushed, the more Landon dug in. “Do you remember what happened the last time you were on a horse?”

      Bay and Thistle exchanged a weighted look.

      “I do,” Bay said, choosing her words carefully.

      “Oh, I do, too.” Thistle’s smile was smug. “It was in the fall. We took horses out while you were on your undercover investigation – you know the one that almost ended with Bay being arrested for murder and you ruining your relationship – and we had a picnic by the Dandridge.”

      Landon stilled, a muscle straining in his jaw. “You went horse riding without telling me?”

      “I couldn’t get in touch with you, if you remember correctly,” Bay reminded him.

      It was clear the undercover assignment was still a sore subject between the two of them. My gossipy inner nature was dying to know what happened – I’m a busybody; I can’t help it – but I figured inserting myself into this argument would be a terrible idea.

      “Bay, I … .” Landon worked his jaw. “I can’t believe you went out on a horse without telling me. You could’ve been hurt.”

      “What happened last year was a fluke,” Bay gritted out.

      “You were thrown from a horse! I thought you were dead,” Landon barked, taking me by surprise with his vehemence. “Hours, Bay! We spent hours looking for you. The horse came back without you. You didn’t have your phone. I seriously thought you were dead.”

      Instead of reacting with anger, Bay brushed her hand over Landon’s arm to soothe him. “I didn’t die. I hit my head and was really sore for a few days, but I was fine. The horse just got spooked.”

      “Uh-huh. And do you think a bunch of people running in the woods while you’re looking for a potential murderer might spook horses?” Landon challenged.

      “I … um … hadn’t considered that,” Bay conceded, apologetic. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Oh, I’m right,” Landon muttered.

      “Not to mention the fact that we’re really looking for a hominid,” Chris added. He’d been against utilizing horses from the moment Bay mentioned it. He looked even less keen on the idea now that he’d seen the large beasts. “A hominid would be far more likely to upset a horse. I’m sure of it.”

      “Really?” Thistle asked dryly. “Have you conducted extensive research on that?”

      Chris ignored her tone. “It’s merely common sense.”

      “Well, I’m a Winchester,” Thistle deadpanned. “We don’t have common sense.”

      “None of you do,” Landon complained, shaking his head. “No horses. Bay. You heard Chris. Bigfoot will eat you if you ride a horse. That’s science.”

      I pursed my lips to keep from laughing at his reaction. He clearly didn’t believe Bigfoot was to blame for Penny’s death, but he was determined to keep Bay off of a horse, and he was willing to use any means necessary.

      “Fine,” Bay said, resigned. “We won’t use horses. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      “Good.” Landon pulled her to him, rubbing his hands up and down her arms as he rested his forehead against hers. “While you’re in the mood to give me what I want, I don’t suppose I could con you into staying close to the finish line so you’ll be in town?”

      Bay immediately started shaking her head. “Absolutely not! I won’t ride a horse, but I’m doing what I want when it comes to searching the woods.”

      We spent a long time discussing strategy over breakfast. Everyone agreed to separate into pairs while searching the land surrounding the area where Penny Schilling’s body was discovered. Landon didn’t seem keen on Bay being part of the search team, but he hadn’t outright forbid it. I wouldn’t put it past him, of course, but Bay wouldn’t stand for it. Then the fight would grow bigger and everyone would be caught in the middle of a huge dilemma that would tax our already frazzled nerves.

      “Okay.” Landon ran his tongue over his teeth as he regarded her. “Chief Terry and I will be close to the area that passes the Dandridge parking lot. We’ll talk loudly when we can about evidence at the scene and mention we’re waiting for a forensic team to arrive. That should propel the guilty party to move fast.

      “Jack and Bernard will be close to the scene with two of Terry’s officers,” he continued. “Everyone else is allowed to wander through the woods in pairs, but don’t get too close to the scene. We all agreed on that over breakfast and that rule stands. Understood?”

      Chris bobbed his head. “The odds of the hominid returning to the exact same location are slim.”

      “I don’t give a crap about your stupid hominid,” Landon growled. “I’m worried about a murderer here.”

      “And won’t you feel silly when we find evidence of the real culprit?” Chris pressed.

      “I freaking hope so,” Landon replied. “I’m a lot less worried about Bigfoot going after the woman I love than a maniacal human bent on covering up a crime.” He shifted his eyes to Bay. “You don’t go anywhere alone. Promise me.”

      “I promise, Landon.” Bay sounded like a high school student talking to an overwrought parent. Everything probably went in one ear and out the other. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Bay, you’ve almost died a good ten times since I met you,” Landon said, lowering his voice. “I can’t live with that. I need you alive … and safe … and with me tonight when I’ll want a massage.”

      Bay’s pretty face split with a wide grin. “I will be.”

      “You’d better.” Landon pressed a kissed to her forehead and my heart hurt at the love shared between them. “No one goes anywhere alone,” he stressed, his gaze bouncing from face to face before finally landing on me. “I don’t know if Bigfoot or a human is guilty, but I have a feeling we’re going to find out today.”

      “It’s a sasquatch,” Chris said happily. “I know it.”

      Landon didn’t look convinced. I didn’t miss the look he exchanged with Jack. They clearly worked on another wavelength, one the rest of us didn’t fully grasp, and said much with a simple glance. “Good luck, everyone. I think we’re going to need it.”

      

      “SO, WHAT happened with the horse?”

      Bay walked on one side of me, Jack on the other, and we made the trek to the spot where Penny Schilling’s body was discovered largely in silence. I’m curious by nature, so I couldn’t refrain from asking the question. Thankfully, Bay didn’t seem bothered.

      “It was last spring,” Bay replied. “Landon’s family came for a visit – it was the first time I met them – and we went for a ride on the trails behind the stable. My horse got spooked and bolted. I got knocked off and was unconscious for a long time.

      “The horse made it back to the stable without me. My phone was in the saddlebag, so Landon panicked,” she continued. “When I came to I was confused, but I kind of recognized the area. That’s why I walked to the Dandridge. That’s also how I found out that Clove and Sam were dating. She was keeping it a secret.”

      “I take it this was before they moved in together,” Jack noted.

      Bay nodded. “It seems like a lifetime ago. It’s weird how things can change so fast. It’s been a year, but it feels as if it happened just yesterday.”

      “What did Landon do when he found you?” I asked.

      “He didn’t find me,” Bay answered. “I called Thistle from the Dandridge and she picked me up to take me back to the inn. She was more obsessed about Sam and Clove than about my health. As for Landon … well … he had a rough night.”

      “That’s because he loves you,” Jack argued. “You only remember it from your point of view. You were unconscious for most of it, so you couldn’t be afraid. When you woke up, your first thought was to get home. Landon spent most of that time terrified that you wouldn’t make it back to him.”

      “I understand that,” Bay said. “I love riding horses. I always have. Landon wasn’t keen on horses before this happened, which is a shame because I think he’d look good in a cowboy hat and chaps.”

      I smirked, amused. “Did he dote on you for days? I remember when I broke my arm when I was a kid and my mother tried to wrap me in pillows for weeks after.”

      “He was a little manic,” Bay conceded. “He was more worked up the time I was almost shot.”

      “You were almost shot?” I couldn’t help being impressed. “I guess he wasn’t exaggerating when he said you’re a trouble magnet, huh?”

      Bay shook her head, rueful. “I do tend to find trouble, but I always manage to find a way out of it.”

      “Try not to find anything too dangerous today,” Jack instructed. “I’ll be close to the scene, so don’t hesitate to sing out if you need anything. You should be safe, but … if there’s trouble I expect you to call for me rather than handle it yourself. Understood?”

      Jack kept his eyes on Bay’s face as he said the words, but I had a feeling he was talking directly to me.

      “We understand,” I said, rolling my eyes as I grabbed Bay’s arm and dragged her away from the spot where Landon and Chief Terry had erected police tape after breakfast. “You won’t have to worry about us.”

      Jack didn’t look convinced. “Something tells me that I’ll be worrying about you quite a bit … and possibly for a long time. Stay frosty, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Oh, you’re so sweet,” I deadpanned. “You worry about yourself and I’ll worry about me. How’s that sound?”

      Jack shrugged. “It sounds as if I’ll have an ulcer before this is over. I’m not joking. Be careful. While I agree with Landon that a human most likely killed Penny, I’d hate to rule out an animal and have it come back to bite me … or one of you. Don’t lower your guard. Be mindful of your surroundings and always look over your shoulder. Don’t be heroes.”

      “Yes, Dad,” I said dryly, rolling my eyes.

      I could feel Jack’s temper flare as he worked to remain professional. “Don’t wander too far. Do you think you can handle that?”

      “No promises.”

      

      BAY PURPOSELY picked an area for us to watch from that she was familiar with. It was close enough to the lake that we could sit and enjoy the wildlife while bored, but not so far from the scene that we’d be out of the loop should Jack and Bernard catch someone crossing the police tape.

      That was the goal, anyway.

      “What’s the deal with the tanker,” I asked, pointing at the large vessel anchored behind the lighthouse. I’d seen it on previous visits, but never bothered to ask about it. “Do you guys take that out on the lake or something?”

      Bay chuckled and shook her head, grabbing a few flat stones so she could skip them across the water. “No. It floats but it you can’t steer it. Sam had to hire someone to tow it in.”

      “But why?”

      “This is a tourist area,” Bay replied. “Sam opened the tanker around Halloween, but only allowed people to visit the top deck. This spring and summer we plan to turn it into the best haunted attraction in Hemlock Cove.”

      “It’s pretty cool that you guys help each other out like that.”

      “Sam saved my life last year, so I figure I can help him with his tanker. Only seems fair.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “He saved your life?”

      “He even got shot in the foot doing it.”

      I was a bit dumbfounded by the casual way she related it. “How many times have you almost died?”

      Bay shrugged. “I forget.”

      “Landon hasn’t forgotten.”

      “Landon will never forget,” Bay said. “It haunts him. He almost died saving me the first time. I didn’t even know him then. He was undercover. I didn’t realize he was a good guy until he was almost a gone guy.”

      “That’s kind of a romantic story.” I grinned. “Just think; you’ll be able to tell that story to your grandchildren one day.”

      “Yes, well, I’m sure it will have grown by that time,” Bay said, dusting her hands on the back of her pants. “By the time Landon is done embellishing it he’ll be superhuman and I’ll be a crying mess.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      Bay shook her head. “Not in the least. I already think he’s superhuman. In fact … .” Bay broke off, tilting her head to the side as she glanced into the heavy foliage behind her.

      I almost asked the obvious question, but the hair on my arms stood to attention as something dark and ominous washed over me. I lifted my eyes to the sky, half expecting a cloud to have passed over the sun or an eclipse to have taken place, but the darkness came from someplace else.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Bay pressed her finger to her lips as she crouched down, resting her palms on the ground as she peered into the foliage. I couldn’t see what she stared at from my vantage point, but I knew we were in trouble by the way she widened her eyes and tumbled backward.

      The explosion of movement from the bushes caught me by surprise as Phyllis Grimes, her eyes wide and manic, barreled through them. Her chest heaved, her race participation number hanging onto her tank top by a single safety pin at one corner. Her flushed face glanced between the two of us.

      “What the … ?” She seemed as surprised to see Bay and me as we were to see her.

      “It’s you?” Bay looked a bit disappointed. “I didn’t think it was going to be you.”

      “You didn’t think what was going to be me?” Phyllis looked bewildered, sparing a worried glance over her shoulder. “Why are you hiding in the bushes?”

      “We’re not hiding in the bushes,” Bay replied. “We’re hanging out by the water in case Bigfoot comes calling.”

      “I … what?” Phyllis was flabbergasted as she rubbed her sweaty palms on her shorts. “You can’t be here. You have to go right now!”

      “What do you mean?” Bay asked, confused.

      “It’s not safe,” Phyllis growled. “You have to go right now! He’s almost here!”

      Bay lifted her head and glanced in the direction Phyllis had approached from, her expression unreadable. “Who’s almost here?”

      I wanted to echo the question, but it was too late. I felt another presence before I could open my mouth to warn Bay, instinct taking over and causing me to take an unsteady step away from the trees.

      “Run, you idiots,” Phyllis shouted. “He’ll kill you if he sees you!”

      I watched as a set of legs moved through the bushes to my right, my stomach twisting as a tall figure stepped into the clearing.

      “Oh, it’s much too late for that,” the new arrival pronounced, his eyes dark. “Well, well, well. I wasn’t expecting such a big crowd. That’s going to make what comes next difficult. I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter, though, so I guess I’ll start by asking for volunteers. Who wants to die first?”
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      Jim Green didn’t look happy as his gaze bounced between Bay, Phyllis and me. I could practically see his mind working as he surveyed the situation. When he shifted, I realized he had an ugly-looking knife clutched in his hand, one of those serrated blades hunters use to gut and skin a kill before carrying it to a waiting vehicle. He’d clearly been going after Phyllis when he came upon us, but that didn’t mean he’d tuck tail and run now that he was outnumbered. The knife leveled the field … and then some.

      I hesitantly took another step back, increasing the distance between us. I was closest to him, but I had a bit of elbow room should I need to run. Every nerve ending in my body screamed to do just that, but the idea of turning my back on a deranged man with a knife didn’t seem like a good idea.

      “What’s going on?” Bay asked, straightening and drawing Green’s attention. “Are you hunting, Jim?”

      “I think he’s looking for Bigfoot,” I offered, hoping I sounded calmer than I felt. Even though I knew we were trying to draw a killer to us I was flabbergasted it actually worked. It worked a bit too well. We drew a killer to us, yet our backup felt as if it was miles away. “He’s going to need that knife if he expects to fight the creature I saw out here the other night.”

      Green narrowed his eyes to dangerous brown slits. “What are you ladies doing out here? I was under the impression that volunteers were sticking close to the running trail. That was part of the arrangement we struck with the town council when we agreed to use Hemlock Cove’s trails.”

      I had to hand it to him. He remained calm despite the untenable situation. His chest continued to rise and fall at a steady pace, but I knew the instant one of us tried to run he’d be on us. The only chance we had was keeping him distracted in the hope that Jack or Landon would come looking.

      “Oh, we’re here for you,” Bay answered calmly. “The FBI and Chief Terry are running a joint operation to draw out a killer. Looks like it worked.”

      Green’s shoulders stiffened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Yeah, what is that supposed to mean?” Phyllis asked, her eyes shifting to Bay.

      “It means that you’ll be okay, Phyllis.” Bay offered the woman a half-smile. “Landon and Chief Terry will be here any minute. They only spread the word about new evidence at the scene to draw out the killer. It worked … obviously. Apparently it worked too well, because it caused Jim here to chase you through the woods. Speaking of that, why was he chasing you?”

      Phyllis’ expression was hard to read, but when she locked gazes with Green a chill washed over me. A lot was said with the glance, none of it was good. I opened my mouth to warn Bay, but it was already too late.

      “He’s not chasing me,” Phyllis replied, shuffling closer to Bay. “He was following behind me because we had something we needed to do together. There’s a difference.”

      Bay realized her mistake. I could see the realization register on her features. She didn’t back down, and I admired her courage. All I could think to do was run, but leaving Bay to fight the duo on her own simply wasn’t an option.

      “You’re in this together,” Bay mused, tilting her head to the side. “I guess it makes sense in a roundabout way, huh? You killed Penny and then panicked. You needed help getting rid of the body. You went to school with Jim and the two of you were tight. I saw photos of you together in the yearbook.”

      “We were in love,” Green corrected, his voice dripping with disdain. “We were meant to be together until … well … until Bob ruined everything.”

      Bay arched a dubious eyebrow. “Bob ruined everything? How? No one forced Phyllis to marry him.”

      “He confused her,” Green spat. “He made her believe things that weren’t true. I tried telling her back then that it was a mistake, but she wouldn’t listen. She wouldn’t … see him for what he was then. He only grew worse over the years.”

      I tugged on my ear – a nervous habit from when I was a kid that I thought I’d outgrown – and ran the series of events through my head. It made sense … and yet it didn’t. “You were in love with Phyllis when you were in high school, but she broke up with you because of Bob. You pined for her all of these years, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t believe ‘pined’ is the word I’d use to describe it,” Green replied stiffly.

      “But it’s clearly not the wrong word, is it?” Bay licked her lips and flicked her eyes to Phyllis. The woman didn’t look to be armed, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. I could practically see Bay’s mind working. If it came down to it, fighting off Phyllis probably wouldn’t be an issue. She was a bit chunky in the hips and thighs and had a few pounds on both of us, but we could outrun her. Green was the wildcard.

      “I made a mistake,” Phyllis offered, her demeanor suddenly grown eerily calm. “I should’ve followed my heart, but Bob twisted my head and I made a bad decision. I’ve regretted it ever since. Jim knows that. He accepts that. He … forgives … me.”

      The excuse sounded well-rehearsed but I didn’t believe a word of it. “Let me hazard a guess as to how all of this played out,” I interjected. “You fell for Bob because he was the hottest guy in your class. Isn’t that what you told us over dinner last night while we were looking at the yearbook, Bay?”

      Bay nodded. “He even won that award in the mock election. It was in the yearbook.”

      “So he was considered the hottest guy in your class and everyone wanted him,” I said. “Even though his prospects weren’t great for making a living, once you were out of school you couldn’t get him out of your head. So when he flirted with you one night you thought you had a chance to nab him.

      “You were more than happy to dump Jim here, because you wanted Bob. You thought he’d go further,” I continued. “You dated Bob, married him and even had a couple of kids. You thought you had everything you wanted … but you couldn’t keep him faithful.”

      “Bob is a good provider,” Phyllis huffed. “He’s a good … man.”

      “No, he’s not,” Bay argued. “He has a certain reputation around this area. He’ll nail anything with a pulse – including older women, young women, fat women, skinny women, ugly women and pretty women. He doesn’t care as long as he gets off.”

      “You shut your mouth,” Phyllis hissed, spittle forming at the corners of her mouth as she glared at Bay. “You have no idea what you’re talking about!”

      “But she does,” I argued, drawing three sets of eyes to me. I figured the longer we could keep Phyllis and Green engaged in conversation the more time we bought for ourselves. Landon would come looking. He was too wired into Bay to abandon her. “Bob has quite the reputation. I’m new to this town, but at least five different people mentioned it to me.” That was a bit of an exaggeration, but Phyllis didn’t need to know. She looked easy enough to derange, which could only help us if it came down to a battle.

      “You’re a liar!” Phyllis’ eyes flashed hot. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Just … shut your mouth!”

      “No, don’t shut your mouth,” Bay countered, shaking her head. “I think Phyllis needs to hear this. Of course, I think Phyllis hearing this over and over is what caused her to kill Penny. What happened? Did Bob sleeping with someone who worked at the resort hit too close to home?”

      “Oh, please,” Green scoffed. “Everyone Bob slept with worked at the resort. He slept with guests and workers. He didn’t care. The man was a walking billboard for Viagra, for crying out loud.”

      “Stop saying that,” Phyllis hissed, glaring at Green. “That’s not what happened.”

      I sensed an air of discomfort building between them. It was obvious they had different goals. I decided to play on that. “You killed Penny in an act of rage, didn’t you, Phyllis?”

      Phyllis jerked her eyes to me and swallowed hard. “It was an accident.”

      “Of course it was an accident,” Green interjected. “You don’t have a mean bone in your body. You could never purposely hurt someone. This is all on Bob. He’s to blame for all of it.”

      Green was either deranged or blind to Phyllis’ true nature. I couldn’t decide which. “What happened? Did Penny confront you? Did she try to drive a wedge in your relationship with Bob?”

      “That little tramp told me to let him go so she could have him,” Phyllis replied icily. “She said that he loved her and wanted to be with her, and the only thing holding them back was the fact that he didn’t want to create a hostile work environment by leaving me for someone else who worked at the resort. Can you believe that?”

      Actually I could. Penny hadn’t sounded like a very good person from everything I’d heard. To be fair, it wasn’t that she was a bad person. It was more that she was a lost person. “What did you say to her?”

      “I told her I’d weathered far worse than her,” Phyllis replied. “Everyone at the resort knew about her. They knew she’d sleep with anyone to get ahead. Hell, do you think Bob was the only one she seduced?”

      I shook my head. “No. She seduced Jim and Shane Norman, too. She also slept with a bunch of the grounds workers and bellboys. She wasn’t discriminating.”

      Green grimaced at mention of his name. “She was a harlot! I had no idea she was sleeping with Bob and Shane. I didn’t find that out until much later, until it was too late. I never would’ve touched her, but … she tricked me.”

      “Tricked you?” Bay’s expression reflected doubt. “Did she trip you so you accidentally fell into her?”

      “No one’s talking to you, you foul-mouthed whore!” Green exploded, causing me to shrink back. Bay, however, remained standing steady. She didn’t so much as let a muscle twitch.

      “I bet I know how this all went down,” Bay pressed. “She figured out you were still in love with Phyllis and used that to her advantage. That’s what happened, right?”

      “She wanted us to join forces,” Green offered. “I thought she was crazy when she suggested it. She thought it would work out well for both of us if we broke up Phyllis and Bob. She brought it up after sex one night, as if it was nothing. Can you believe that?”

      “What? You didn’t tell me that?” Phyllis’ surprise was palpable. “What did she want?”

      “She said that if I helped her get Bob that you would come running to me,” Green replied. “I considered it, but I wasn’t sure it would really happen. We never really got past the planning stage.”

      “You were going to help her?” Phyllis’ confusion turned to rage. “You were going to help her steal my husband?”

      “You said you never should’ve married him,” Green snapped, his attention focused on Phyllis. His distraction gave me a chance to meet Bay’s gaze. I couldn’t read her mind, but her intent was obvious when she gestured to the high branch over Green’s head. I knew what she wanted me to do, but wasn’t sure I could do it. My abilities hadn’t always worked on demand.

      “I never should’ve married him. But that doesn’t mean you should’ve helped that terrible woman try to break up my family,” Phyllis snapped. “What were you thinking? I can’t believe you’d betray me like that.”

      “Betray you?” Green was beside himself as I narrowed my eyes and focused on the only target I had, willing myself to calm down and work the thick branch free from the stout trunk. “You broke up with me! You betrayed me!”

      “I didn’t betray you,” Phyllis shot back, furious. “It was high school. No one marries their high school sweetheart.”

      “That’s true,” Bay said, trying to draw their attention back to her and free me to drop the branch. I could feel my power licking at the point of connection, yet nothing happened. My emotions were too wild for the magic to take hold. I needed to center myself. “You were holding onto the past, Jim, and Phyllis was looking forward to the future.”

      “What future?” Green sputtered. “She was never going to have a future with Bob. It was only a matter of time before he knocked up someone else and everyone in town found out about his extracurricular activities. We even had bets on when it would happen. All of the workers at the resort had a pool going. Bob was a disgusting piece of filth.”

      “Oh, trust me,” Bay said, “that memo was sent out a long time ago. But get back to Penny. Phyllis killed her and then what? Did she come to you for help?”

      “She killed her on the eighteenth green of the golf course,” Green gritted out. “Everyone uses the ambulance codes to get back there. That’s where Penny and Phyllis met to hash things out. Penny was already dead by the time I got there. I had a choice. I could either help Phyllis or leave her to do it herself and possibly go to jail. I refuse to let her go to jail, so … I helped her.”

      “But how did you do it?” Bay asked. “The medical examiner said there was foreign DNA in the wounds. I’m guessing you used that knife there to open the wound a bit. Although … did you stab her in the throat, Phyllis?”

      “I didn’t mean to.” Phyllis managed to regroup a bit as she stared at her hands. “I told her I had no intention of divorcing Bob, but she wouldn’t stop verbally attacking me. She kept saying that he loved her and not me, and that I was pathetic and clingy. I couldn’t stand the sound of her voice.”

      “So you decided to shut her up,” Bay deduced.

      Phyllis nodded. “I didn’t have a lot in my purse, but I did have a nail file. I stabbed her in the throat. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until she was bleeding like a stuck pig. I stabbed her again … and again … and again. The wounds were small, but she went down quickly. But she wouldn’t die!”

      Bay pressed her lips together, horrified. “Oh, my … why didn’t you call for help when you came to your senses?”

      “And go to prison? That’s exactly what she wanted. She eventually died. It was almost four in the morning. I sat there and waited for her to quit breathing. I wanted it to go quicker, but I couldn’t bring myself to hurry things along. I didn’t know what to do when it was over, so I called Jim.”

      “And he came running,” Bay muttered, shaking her head. “Then what happened?”

      “We had to move her body,” Jim answered, a form of grim detachment settling over him. “I carried the body to my truck, and then we did some brainstorming. I figured that someone would eventually notice Penny was gone and I would be a suspect because people knew we slept together. The fact that she slept with everyone gave the police plenty of other suspects to consider. We wanted to avoid becoming suspects altogether. That was our main goal. That meant we needed to make it look like an accident or … .”

      “The ‘or’ was easier,” Bay surmised. “You took Penny out behind the Dandridge and opened the wound in her throat with your knife. What about the DNA?”

      “I hunt,” Jim replied. “I had a few carcasses in my garage, so I rubbed the pelts into the wound. I thought if I could confuse the medical examiner enough he simply wouldn’t be able to decide if it was an animal or human, and they’d have no choice but to let it go.”

      “And you almost got away with it,” Bay muttered. “Then you heard a whisper on the trail, right? You heard the cops found some evidence, so you came out here to see if you could figure out what it was.”

      “Pretty much,” Jim confirmed. “I planned to dump the knife in the lake. I bought a similar knife and planted it in Bob’s truck so he’d become a suspect if the cops ever bothered to search. All I had left to do was dump my knife. That’s when we found you.”

      “And now we have to kill you,” Phyllis added. “We have no choice. I told you to run. I wanted you out of our hair. Now I’m kind of glad you didn’t listen. You’ve made things easier. You stuck your noses where they didn’t belong and … it’s time to die.”

      She was so matter-of-fact it caused me to jerk my head in her direction. She gripped something in her hand. It was small and silver, a pink handle poking out of her fist. It had to be the nail file she used to kill Penny. I opened my mouth to warn Bay, but that’s when I realized Green was moving in my direction. Somehow they’d managed to communicate with each other without Bay and I noticing.

      I was too surprised to make a sound. I tumbled backward, tripping over a fallen log in my haste to get away. I saw Bay grappling with Phyllis, but I couldn’t risk focusing on her when I had my own problems crashing this way.

      “I really am sorry about this,” Green growled, grabbing the front of my shirt as he brandished the knife. “I have no choice. We need time to run.”

      My first instinct was to scream as the knife closed in on my throat. Instead, anger overtook me and I felt something powerful rip free from my chest and strike the branch over his head. I lifted my arms to protect my face. Green gave me an odd look before glancing over his shoulder.

      When the branch hit him, he pitched forward. He was all dead weight when he hit me. Thankfully I managed to deflect the knife. I felt his breath on my face as I shifted. He was out, but not dead. His body was too heavy, though, pinning me to the ground.

      “What was that?” Phyllis screeched, her hand tangled in Bay’s hair. “I … what was that?”

      Bay didn’t allow herself to become distracted, instead planting her foot in Phyllis’ abdomen and launching the woman into the air as she kicked out. I couldn’t see Phyllis’ face, but I heard her hit the ground with a sickening thud.

      “Is she alive?”

      “Who cares?” Bay muttered, catching her breath. “I … .”

      The sound of pounding footsteps drew my attention. I saw two figures pushing through the foliage. “Is that more of Penny’s harem coming to kill us?” I asked, shoving against Green’s prone body with everything I had. “Good grief. I think I’m suffocating.”

      Instead of another potential killer, Jack’s face swam into view. He was pale – almost completely white – but he looked relieved when we locked gazes.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Jack?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saving you,” Jack muttered, wrapping his arms around Green’s waist and tugging him off me. His hands were gentle as they roamed my shoulders and arms once I was free. “Is anything broken?”

      “Just my pride,” I admitted, ruefully rubbing my sore behind. “I smacked my butt when I fell.”

      “I saw.” Jack’s expression was hard to read, his dark eyes almost black as he stared. “You’re lucky that branch fell when it did. I was trying to get to you, but you were too far away.”

      “You saw all of it?” Bay asked, her eyes accusatory as they fell on Landon. “Why didn’t you come in sooner?”

      “Because you were busy getting confessions out of them. I thought I had more time,” Landon replied, stroking the back of her head. “We got here as fast as we could. It would’ve been helpful if you’d kept them talking a few minutes longer.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Bay crossed her arms over her chest as she watched Chief Terry – I didn’t even see him arrive – slap a pair of cuffs on a disoriented Phyllis. “You could’ve been quicker. I’m all dirty.”

      “Yes, well, that’s the important thing,” Landon teased, pressing a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth.

      I risked a glance at Jack and found him staring in the same direction. “How did you know to come?”

      “I didn’t,” Jack answered, turning back to me. “Landon somehow knew.”

      Landon nodded. “If there’s trouble, it always finds Bay.” He pulled his pouting blonde in for a hug, resting his cheek against her forehead. “She’s a trouble magnet.”

      “I still can’t figure out how that branch fell,” Jack mused, shifting his attention to the broken limb on the ground. “I mean … what are the odds?”

      I exchanged a quick look with Bay and then mustered a watery smile. “I guess we were just lucky.”

      “Very lucky,” Jack agreed, grabbing my hand and pulling me to a standing position. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here. I’ll bet you could use a soft place to sit.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I grumbled. “My butt will be black and blue for days.”

      “You should get someone to rub that for you,” Bay said pointedly, inclining her chin in Jack’s direction.

      I pretended I didn’t grasp the reference. “I’m fairly certain a bath will do.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Landon offered, pulling Bay to her feet. “The post-takedown massage is the highlight of every dangerous situation Bay finds herself in.”

      “I’m not rubbing you,” Bay growled.

      Landon smiled as he slung an arm over her shoulders. “We’ll see.”

      “Yeah, we will.”

      Despite my discomfort, I couldn’t help but smile. “So … it wasn’t Bigfoot after all.”

      “No,” Jack agreed. “But that doesn’t mean he’s not out there. It simply means he’s not here right now.”

      “I guess not.”
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      “How are you feeling?”

      Chris’ face was the first I saw the next morning when I trudged out of my room, suitcase in hand. He loitered in the hallway, a hangdog expression on his face. He’d been crushed upon hearing about the confessions, trying to muster an argument about them covering for a hominid-like creature, but no one would listen.

      “I’m fine.” Chris was listless as he stared at one of the family portraits, an oil painting featuring a formidable woman who shared Tillie’s mischievous eyes. “I might be a little depressed.”

      I couldn’t blame him. My adrenalin pumped for hours the previous day, but when it crashed, so did I. After ten hours of sleep I felt relaxed and refreshed. I figured the disappointment would set in eventually. I wasn’t quite there yet.

      “There will be other chances,” I offered. “I’m sure of it.”

      Chris forced a tight smile. “Me too.”

      I watched him shuffle down the hallway, fighting the urge to chuckle at his depression. He had a dramatic streak that made me laugh, but even the determined scowl couldn’t diminish his attractiveness.

      The door next to the portrait opened, allowing Jack to exit. I shifted my eyes to him, pursing my lips as I debated how I wanted to deal with our relationship. Holding a grudge seemed petty. He did his best to save me, after all. Sure, he had a huge ego, but that didn’t mean he was a bad guy.

      “Are you depressed too?” I asked.

      Jack shook his head, his eyes flashing. “No. It went largely how I thought it would. Er, well, I guess it went how I thought it would other than you almost getting stabbed.”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of upset,” I admitted, shifting my suitcase from one hand to the other. “It is what it is, though.”

      “You’re alive. That’s the most important thing.” Jack grabbed the suitcase from my hand, taking me by surprise. “I’ll carry this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you fell and hurt yourself.”

      “I’m fine. Just a little sore.”

      “Because you almost got stabbed,” Jack added.

      “But I didn’t get stabbed.”

      “Just let me carry the suitcase and pipe down,” Jack grumbled, following me to the stairs. “Do you have to be so difficult?”

      I shrugged as I descended the wide staircase. “You’ll get used to me. Perhaps you’ll even grow to like me. Of course, you won’t like me in a romantic way – you’ve made your feelings on that perfectly clear, even though I don’t like you that way either – but I’m sure we’ll muddle through.”

      Jack made an exaggerated face as he shook his head. “You’ll never let me live that down, will you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, something to look forward to.”

      The Winchesters met us in the lobby so we could check out as a group. I caught a glimpse of Bay’s hair through the window overlooking the front porch, so I said hasty goodbyes to Winnie, Twila and Marnie before stopping in front of Tillie. She looked me up and down a moment, her expression unreadable as she leaned against the panel next to the front door.

      “I think I’m going to miss you,” I admitted.

      “I won’t miss you,” Tillie replied. “You guys have all been pains in the keister.”

      I leaned in and whispered. “I know you’re all talk.”

      Tillie’s lips curved a bit, but she didn’t indulge in a full-on smile. “That’s a possibility.”

      I moved to walk away, but she grabbed my wrist, lowering her voice so only I could hear as she leaned forward. “If you need help with something … .”

      “Bay told you.” My stomach twisted. “I … .”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Tillie whispered. “I’ve kept more secrets than anyone knows. I’m good at it. Besides, Bay didn’t tell me anything. I figured it out myself and grilled her. She rather reluctantly confirmed a few things, but she never betrayed you. I won’t either.”

      “I … well … thank you.”

      Tillie nodded and released me, mustering a genuine smile as I stepped through the door. I felt Jack close the distance between us as he followed me outside.

      “What was that?” he asked when we were clear of the Winchester matriarch.

      “Just a little gossip between friends,” I replied, turning to find Bay waiting for me at the bottom of the porch stairs. I hurried down, giving her a quick hug before she could wave off the gesture. “I’m glad you came. I wasn’t sure you’d get here before we left.”

      “I wouldn’t miss saying goodbye.” Bay looked well rested. I didn’t miss Landon dropping a conciliatory hand on Chris’ shoulder behind her. He seemed amused by Chris’ demeanor, but he didn’t openly make fun of the man. For that I was thankful … and also a little disappointed. “Did you and Landon make up last night?”

      “We didn’t fight.”

      “You kind of fought,” I argued.

      “That was nowhere near close to a fight,” Bay countered. “Of course, that didn’t stop us from making up just for the heck of it.”

      “I’m going to put your suitcase in the Tahoe and say goodbye to Landon,” Jack interjected, his eyes bouncing between Bay and me. “We have to be at the airport in a few hours.”

      I nodded in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I waited until I was sure Jack was out of earshot, his head bent close to Landon’s and his attention fully focused elsewhere. “Did Landon question you further about the branch?”

      Bay shook her head. “You don’t have to worry about that. Even if he suspected anything, he’d attribute it to me. You’re fine on that front.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so.” Bay pressed a card with her name and cell number into my hand. “If you need anything … even just to talk … don’t hesitate to call.”

      “I will.” I almost choked on the words and needed a moment to collect myself. “Thank you for everything you’ve done.”

      “I haven’t done anything,” Bay cautioned. “You did everything you needed to do on your own.”

      “I didn’t find Bigfoot.” It was meant to be a joke, but I sounded a bit bereft.

      “Didn’t you?” Bay arched an eyebrow. “You saw something in the woods that night. Landon questioned Phyllis and Jim extensively. They said they weren’t out there that night. They’ve admitted to killing Penny and disposing of her body. They also admitted to breaking into Penny’s apartment after the fact to make sure there was nothing to tie her to Bob or Jim. Why would they lie about that?”

      “But … .” I broke off, uncertain. “Do you think I really saw Bigfoot?”

      Bay shrugged, holding her hands palms up. “I think there’s more out there than meets the eye. I also think you’ll find answers to all of your questions if you give it time.”

      “All of them?”

      “All of them.” Bay rested her hand on my wrist and leaned in closer. “I know you don’t know the people in your group very well yet, but you have time. I think most of them are probably trustworthy.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Millie.”

      “And Jack.”

      I tried to hide my grimace … and failed. “Jack won’t understand. I don’t know him well.”

      “I think you’re wrong, but it will be up to him to decide,” Bay argued. “Remember, Landon didn’t stay the first go-around. He took a step back because he needed to think. That didn’t mean he wasn’t trustworthy.”

      “But he loved you.”

      “Not then he didn’t. The love came later.”

      I shifted a glance to Landon and found him staring fondly at Bay’s profile. “I’m not so sure about that. They say people don’t fall in love at first sight – not really, I mean. I think Landon did. I think from the moment he saw you that you were it for him.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but the reality was vastly different,” Bay countered. “Still, you have plenty of time. You picked a career in which you’re going to have plenty of adventures.”

      I brightened considerably at the notion. “I think you’re probably right.”

      “And, even though I know you don’t want to hear it because you’re stubborn, I don’t want you to rule out Jack,” Bay pressed. “Landon said he was desperate to get to you when they realized we were unaccounted for. Men like Jack – men who are willing to risk their lives for the mere idea of someone else – are one in a million.”

      I flicked my eyes to Jack as he conversed with Landon, banter flying easily back and forth between them. “Maybe.”

      “If anyone should know that, it’s me,” Bay said, running her hands down my arms. “Don’t shut him out before you know if you want to let him in. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I’ll give it some thought.”

      “You do that.” Bay gave me a hug and stepped back when Landon moved in to join us.

      He extended his hand while slipping his free arm around Bay’s shoulders. “Good luck, Charlie.”

      “You, too. Make sure you take care of Bay.” I fought the urge to burst into tears. I barely knew these people, I reminded myself. I had no idea why it was so hard to leave them.

      “You can count on it,” Landon said. “You take care of yourself.” He shifted his eyes to Jack. “Listen to your security chief, too. He knows what he’s talking about.”

      “Did he pay you to say that?”

      Landon grinned. “Call it … intuition.”

      “Yes, well, intuition tells me it’s time to leave,” Jack said, gesturing toward the Tahoe. “Saddle up, Charlie. It’s time to say goodbye.”

      “Let’s go.” I nodded. “Adventure awaits, right?”

      Jack’s smile was small but heartfelt. “Adventure awaits. Now, let’s roll. We can’t start another one until we leave this one behind.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. So that’s exactly what I did.
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      “Welcome to Moonstone Bay. We have eight hotels, fifteen bars and hundreds of shopping destinations. Where can I take you?”

      I arched an eyebrow as I stared at the man standing next to what could loosely be described as a taxicab. He was handsome – in a work out four hours a day, five days a week sort of way – and his brown hair was a tad unkempt. Given the cut of his cheekbones and broad shoulders, the messy hair made him all the more appealing. Sure, the Hawaiian shirt and chinos tempered his sex appeal, but not by much.

      Unfortunately for him I wasn’t in the mood for hot guys and flirty banter. All I really wanted was a bottle of Pepto-Bismol and a cold cloth for my forehead. The choppy ride to Moonstone Bay – my new island home – on the world’s smallest and most turbulence-prone airplane ever designed had been nothing short of vomit inducing.

      “I’m going to the Moonstone Bay Lighthouse.” I shifted my bag so it rested on my larger suitcase, which thankfully rolled on wheels. If I had to lift it I knew I’d throw up … or maybe pass out due to the heat and humidity. That wasn’t the way I wanted to say “hello” to my new home.

      “Really?” An eyebrow winged up on the taxi driver’s handsome face. “You’re Hadley Hunter, huh?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be surprised or impressed. “Am I your only recent transplant?”

      The man shrugged. “We’re a tourist destination. That means we see a lot of new faces. Very few of those faces are permanent.”

      I spared a glance for the sunny sky, sandy beach and lush foliage that filled the area surrounding Moonstone Bay’s small airport. It wasn’t an airport like the one I’d left from in Detroit. That had been a metropolitan airport, packed with stores, restaurants and terminals. No, the Moonstone Bay airport had only one terminal and two stores. You were either coming to or going from Moonstone Bay. There were no connecting flights.

      “I see.” I forced a smile as I tucked a strand of my long black hair behind my ear. I could already tell the humidity was going to be murder on my tresses. It would soon become wider than it was long if I didn’t get a hand on decent hair care products. I didn’t give that due thought before rushing headlong into lunacy and uprooting my entire life to move to a place I’d never heard of and surrounding myself with people I’d never met.

      Maybe I should go back. No one wants to deal with permanent summer hair, right?

      “You seem a bit overwhelmed.” The man smiled as he grabbed my suitcase and loaded it into the back of the cab. The vehicle in question was actually a small bus, one of those you see in movies from the sixties and think are cute on first inspection – until you’re forced to sit on cracked vinyl seats and realize the air conditioning no longer works.

      “I’m not overwhelmed.” Even though the words came easily to my lips I didn’t believe them. I hoped the man would be a different story. I was determined to meet this new adventure with a bold heart and open mind. I’m naturally snarky and prone to bouts of rampant complaining, so I wasn’t sure that was possible. I was going to give it my best shot, though. “I’m simply a bit sick to my stomach.”

      “Ah.” The man nodded, recognition dawning. “You were on the morning flight, which means you were on the smallest plane that stops here. If I remember correctly, that plane makes the ride a bit … rocky.”

      That was putting it mildly. “I think I’ll take the ferry next time.”

      “If you have a weak stomach, that won’t help. The waters are choppy when you come in through the bay.”

      “Well, great.” I meant the exact opposite. I’m the only person I know who’d pick a new home that promised continuous vomiting whenever I traveled to and from it. That was so … me.

      “Yeah, you’re overwhelmed.” The man grinned as he extended his hand. “I’m Booker, by the way.”

      I slowly accepted his hand. “Booker? Is that a first or last name?”

      Booker bobbed his head and grinned. “Yes.”

      Huh. Given the way he looked – half hot, half schlub – I guess I could expect nothing less. “It’s nice to meet you. I take it you’re the island taxi driver.”

      “Among other things.” Booker ushered me to the passenger side of the small bus and opened the door. “Hop in. I’ll give you the ten-cent tour of our fine island on the way to the lighthouse.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Booker was the chatty sort, which seemed to go with his outfit rather than his chiseled facial features. He didn’t bother looking both ways before pulling into non-existent traffic as he began his running commentary.

      “You’ll find there’re very few vehicles on the island,” Booker explained, waving at an elderly woman on the sidewalk. “The island is only fifty square miles and the bulk of the population resides in the main city.”

      “The island and the city are both named the same thing, right?”

      Booker nodded. “Moonstone Bay.”

      “It’s a unique name.”

      “It’s a unique place.”

      I’d landed only an hour before, so I could hardly argue with that. “So, I’m guessing the main industry is tourism.” I kept my eyes on the scenery flashing past the window. “Does that sustain the entire island?”

      “Pretty much.” Booker’s smile was enigmatic. “There are farms on the far side of the island, so we have our own fresh produce and meat. Other than that, almost everything we do is in the name of tourism.”

      “You don’t sound particularly happy about that.”

      Booker pursed his lips. “I’m not unhappy with it. I’m merely … used to it. This is a new experience for you so it will probably take a bit of time to get used to island living. It’s not something most people embrace overnight.”

      That was a strange statement. “Isn’t island living the same as living anyplace else … just on an island?”

      Instead of agreeing, Booker barked out a laugh. “You’re cute.”

      “Thanks … I think.”

      “Island living isn’t like anything else you’ve ever experienced, I can promise you that.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I pointed out. “I could be a wild person who jumps from island to island for all you know.”

      Booker slid an appraising look in my direction. “I think you’re probably wild, but I doubt very much you’ve ever lived on an island.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’re whiter than Maddie Park’s new bikini.”

      “Maddie Park?”

      “She owns a store on the main drag. That’s not important.”

      “Then why did you say it?”

      “Because I talk a lot and sometimes I simply say things to fill uncomfortable silences.”

      “We’ve yet to have an uncomfortable silence.”

      “Give it time. I always seem to find them.” Booker lifted his chin as we hit a busy part of town. “This is the main drag. It’s where you’ll find all the stores and restaurants. Even though we’re taking the scenic route, you’ll find that when we get to the lighthouse that you’re within walking distance of all of it.”

      “I guess it’s good that I don’t have a car, huh?”

      “You won’t need one. And they limit how many vehicles are allowed on the island,” Booker supplied. “I recommend getting a bicycle. It makes things easier. Maybe one with a little basket so you can transport groceries.”

      That sounded nothing like me. “I’m pretty sure you’ll never see me on a bicycle with a basket.”

      “Oh, come on,” Booker prodded. “I think you look exactly the type to have a basket, a pink bike helmet and one of those little horns to make sure people stay out of your way when you illegally ride on the sidewalks. By the way, that’s a big no-no. The Moonstone Bay Downtown Development Authority will fine you if you’re caught riding a bicycle on the sidewalks. That’s only allowed on the roads.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I can see you’re trying not to laugh, but I’m not exaggerating,” Booker said. “The fines are like five hundred bucks so … just keep it in mind.”

      That sounded absolutely absurd given the state of the world today – you know, real crime and stuff – but he appeared serious enough that I filed away the tidbit for later. “I’ll remember what you said. I promise.”

      “Good.” Booker was back to smiling. “So, this is the main drag, and pretty much everything you’ll need is here. That includes grocery and hardware stores. The bars are great and friendly to everyone. The same goes for the restaurants.”

      “It looks so … colorful.” That was the only word I could think to describe it. From the kitschy T-shirt store with the pink awning to the tiki bar with colored surfboards dotting the walls, the entire main drag was a nuclear bomb of pastels. “Do you have regular seasons?”

      “We’re an island in the Atlantic Ocean off the southern coast of Florida,” Booker noted. “We only have two seasons. Hot and hotter.”

      “I guess that means your schedule is busy and busier.”

      Booker nodded without hesitation. “That’s exactly right. Maybe you are geared toward island life after all.”

      Somehow that sounded like an insult. “Give me the rundown,” I instructed, resting my hand on my stomach in an effort to settle it as I leaned forward. “Are there any crazy politicians? Eccentric residents? Overenthusiastic cops?”

      Booker nodded. “Yes.”

      “Which?”

      “I didn’t realize I had to make a choice.”

      “Good grief.” I heaved out a sigh. “I guess living on an island is like living in a fish bowl, huh? Everyone knows everyone’s business and all of those little things that drive you nuts about other people in big cities are magnified.”

      “Or maybe people are the same everywhere – at least deep down – and you find those sorts of things wherever you go,” Booker suggested. “You, for example.”

      My eyebrows flew up my forehead. “Me?”

      “Word on the street is that you come to us from Detroit,” Booker explained. “I’m guessing you’ve seen your fair share of crime. That’s the stereotype, at least. Island folk deal with that all the time. People think we’re simple and quaint. People probably think you’ve witnessed a few murders and had your hubcaps stolen. How does that make you feel?”

      “I’ve only seen one murder after a botched robbery outside of a casino and my hubcaps have been stolen three times.”

      Booker merely shrugged. “Were they nice hubcaps?”

      I ignored the question. “I think stereotypes are often wrong, but they exist for a reason.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” Booker flicked his turn signal and steered the bus toward the beach. “I knew your grandmother well. May was … interesting.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the statement. “I never met her.”

      Instead of being surprised, Booker merely pressed his lips together. “I know. She told me.”

      “She told you?” I couldn’t contain my curiosity. “I’ve been trying to sort my way through this situation since I first got notification of her death three months ago. I had no idea she existed.”

      “She knew about you.” Booker’s expression was hard to read as he remained focused on the road. “She told me about you before she died.”

      “You were with her when she died?”

      “Not at that exact moment,” Booker clarified. “May was a favorite daughter of the island. When she got sick – when we realized that she might not be able to fight off the cancer as easily as she did the old biddies at the senior center – we all made it a point to spend time with her.”

      “Because you thought she needed help?”

      “Because we didn’t want her to be alone,” Booker corrected. “No one should be alone at the end.”

      “I guess.” I tugged a restless hand through my hair as I shifted on the seat. “I’m confused how she knew about me and yet I never knew about her.”

      “Perhaps you should ask your mother.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad.” Booker’s expression reflected remorse. “May mentioned that Emma died when she was close to crossing over, but I was hopeful that she was merely delirious. She didn’t talk about Emma much after she left the island.”

      “I don’t know anything about her,” I said, licking my lips. It wasn’t in my nature to volunteer sensitive information to a guy I didn’t even know, but there was something about Booker’s quirky personality that appealed to me … and not in a Sex and the City way. More of a Friends way. I’m talking about Friends before they all started pairing off. Wait, what were we talking about again?

      “You didn’t know your mother?” Booker furrowed his brow. “But … I don’t understand.”

      That made two of us. “My mother died giving birth to me.”

      “Oh.” Booker’s expressive face flooded with sympathy. “I didn’t know that. I always thought Emma ran off and lived happily ever after … or at least as much as was possible. It makes me sad to realize she’s been gone all these years and I didn’t even know it.”

      I took a moment to give Booker another probing stare. He looked to be my age, maybe a few years older. He certainly wasn’t old enough to have hung around with my mother when she lived on Moonstone Bay. “Did you know my mother?”

      “Of course not.” Booker answered almost immediately. He seemed sincere, yet there was something off about the response, something I couldn’t quite identify. “She and my mother were friends.”

      “Really?” I forced myself to relax a bit. “Maybe I could talk to her once I’m settled. I don’t know anything about my mother except that she was married to my father and they were looking forward to having me. That’s what my father told me, anyway.”

      “I wish that was possible, but my mother passed on some time ago.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “I was sorry, too.” Booker forced a smile for my benefit. “As for your mother, I’m sure I can come up with names of a few people who knew her. They’ll want to meet you because … well … just because.”

      “Because of my grandmother?”

      “She was beloved around here.”

      “And my mother?”

      Booker shrugged as he pulled into a long driveway. I saw the lighthouse, white brick walls with red accents and a fancy blue roof reaching into the sky offsetting the lovely beach tableau stretching out behind it. “Your mother was before my time, but I believe she was beloved, too.”

      “Then why did she leave?”

      “Island life isn’t for everyone.” Booker flashed a toothy grin. “But it’s the only way for some people. I have a feeling you might be one of them.”

      Even though I found him a bit odd, I couldn’t help but return the smile. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you’re here.” Booker stopped the bus in front of the lighthouse. “This was your grandmother’s home for her entire life. It was your mother’s home for the first nineteen years of her life. Now it’s your home.”

      “You seem to know a lot about my mother despite the fact that she was older than you.”

      “It’s a small island. Gossip spreads like mustard on a ham sandwich.”

      I tilted my head to the side, dumbfounded. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard that saying before.”

      “Then you haven’t been hanging with the cool kids.” Booker put the bus into park and killed the engine, his eyes bright as they caressed the lighthouse’s bright façade. “I’m glad you’ll be staying here. It’s been sad to see the place so dark and quiet the past three months.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t sure I was going to come at all,” I admitted. “When I got the letter … well, let’s just say I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I had no idea I had a grandmother. For some reason I always thought my mother was alone in the world.”

      “Why did you think that?”

      “My father knew very little about her, and apparently she never volunteered information.”

      “Maybe she thought she would have more time.”

      “Maybe.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead as I reached for the door handle. “Well, thanks for the ride. I appreciate the tour.”

      Booker snorted. “You’re a poor actress, but I appreciate the effort.” Instead of waiting for me to collect my luggage and head toward the lighthouse, Booker pocketed his keys as he exited the vehicle. “Would you like some help?”

      Of course I would. I didn’t want to get a reputation for being needy, though. “I’m sure I can manage.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I … can figure it out.” I struggled with the answer, but managed to muster a smile. “It’s just a lighthouse, right?”

      Booker snorted, legitimately amused. “Yeah. How about I give you a tour and we’ll see if you still feel the same way? How’s that sound?”

      It sounded like the best offer I’d had all day. “It sounds like you can carry the big suitcase.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”
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      The lighthouse wasn’t what I expected. Actually, I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’d seen my fair share of lighthouses in Michigan – it is the Great Lakes State, after all – but they were nothing like what I found when I walked through the front door of my new home.

      Booker seemed at ease, as if he knew the layout and where May Potter (I was still having trouble referring to her as “my grandmother”) put everything. The main floor consisted of a homey living room and kitchen, a metal spiral staircase cropping up out of the middle of the floor, and kitschy wall decorations that made me smile even as I internally cringed at some of them.

      I left my luggage in the middle of the living room and gave the kitchen a cursory glance – I’m more of a takeout person – before heading up the staircase. The lighthouse boasted a tall tower but the secondary structure was more of a square. The staircase went all the way to the top, but I stopped for a brief sojourn on the second floor – the top of the square – and found a beautiful bedroom waiting for me.

      The floors were hardwood; the bed frame made of reclaimed wood and covered in a homemade quilt. There was a blue settee in the corner and an ornate makeup station against one wall. There were windows on three sides, and I immediately fell in love with the illumination the sun offered.

      “You’ll get used to the sun,” Booker explained, appearing in the doorway behind me. “You’ll want to close the blinds on the ocean side during the morning hours and the other side during the evening hours. Otherwise it will be steaming hot in here.”

      “No air conditioning?”

      “Yes and no,” Booker shrugged. “The building has air conditioning, but it’s a big building and it will cost an unbelievable amount of money to cool it. I’m not sure how you’re set for funds, but … you might not want to risk running the central air system twenty-four hours a day. It’s better to leave the windows open. The proximity of the water makes for a nice cross breeze.”

      “That’s a good tip.” Speaking of my finances … I shifted a bit so I could look Booker in the eye when I continued. “Did you know that May – I mean, my grandmother – was going to leave me … um … what she left me?” I wasn’t comfortable talking about money, but I had to talk to someone. I knew exactly one person. “Does everyone else know?”

      Booker scratched the side of his nose as he considered the question. “It was well known that May’s family was, well, I guess the term would be ‘independently wealthy.’”

      “Did you also know that her will had a stipulation that I had to move here to inherit?”

      Booker cracked a smile. “No, but that sounds just like her. I’m sure she didn’t mean it as a source of blackmail. She probably only wanted you to get a gander at your heritage before making an important decision … like abandoning it. She was big on family history.”

      “So why didn’t she get in touch with me when I was growing up? I mean, to hear you tell it, she knew she was sick and probably not long for this world. Why didn’t she contact me so we could talk before it was too late?”

      “Are you sure she didn’t?”

      “My father would’ve told me.” I was certain that was true. “He’s an attorney. The will notification came to his office. He was as surprised as me.”

      Booker held his hands palms up. “I don’t know what to tell you. I do know that May mentioned you over the years, although in a vague sort of way. She’d say things like, ‘I’m leaving this for my granddaughter’ or ‘Maybe someone will spruce up the flowerbeds when my granddaughter arrives.’ I really don’t know why she didn’t contact you.”

      “That makes two of us,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck as I glanced around. “The house looks clean, but … cluttered.”

      “She had a lot of stuff. She liked stuff. A lot of people are like that.”

      “A lot of people have hoarder tendencies, too,” I noted. “I guess I’ll have my hands full sorting through things over the next few days.”

      “And then what will you do?”

      The question caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re independently wealthy as long as you stay here,” Booker pointed out. “You just told me that yourself. Once you get the place fixed up to your specifications, what do you plan to do with your time?”

      That was a very good question. It was something my father asked before I left Michigan. He kept trying to get me to stay, insisting that knowing the history of a dead family wasn’t important. I considered the argument and ultimately disagreed. I was doing nothing but treading water at a dead-end job in corporate website design anyway. If I really wanted to pick up where I left off professionally, I could do it anywhere – including here.

      “I haven’t decided,” I replied, opting for honesty. “I want to look around and get a feel for the place first. After that … I’m not sure what will happen.”

      “You’re staying, though, right?”

      “I … for now.” I didn’t have a better answer than that. I didn’t know if I could stay here. I only knew I wanted to investigate, perhaps get a feel for the roots I didn’t know I had. Other than the next few weeks, the future was cloudy. It had always been that way for me. I could never see next year when tomorrow was murky. “I don’t know what will happen a month from now, but for the time being, I will be here.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Booker awkwardly patted my shoulder. “If you need help or someone to give you a walking tour, give me a call.” He pulled a business card from his pocket and rested it in the palm of my hand. “I know you’ll be busy for a bit, but make sure you take a look around town. I promise you’ll like it here.”

      “I’ll get right on that.” I offered up a mock salute as Booker moved toward the staircase.

      “Just out of curiosity … .” Booker stilled with his hand on the railing. “Did you only come for the money?”

      I expected the question. It would’ve been the first one I asked, too. “No. I came because I always felt as if something was missing from my life. I grew up with, like, ten photographs of my mother, an old quilt that looks a lot like this one and thousands of questions. I might not stay, but I have to know.”

      “That makes sense.” Booker’s shoulders relaxed as he offered up a heartfelt smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “I’d be lying if I said the money wasn’t a bonus,” I added. “I wouldn’t be able to do things this way if I didn’t have access to money.”

      “That makes sense, too.” Booker held two fingers up in a peace sign. “I’ll be around if you need anything.”

      I smiled as I watched him go, thankful for the offer even though I wasn’t sure if that was a comforting or disturbing thought.

      

      I DIDN’T SLEEP well. The sun was nice to wake up to, the sound of the water soothing as the waves slapped the beach, but my muscles ached from moving stacked boxes and looking through closets.

      Instead of risking a trip to town yesterday when I wasn’t ready to answer questions, I’d found a can of Campbell’s soup in the pantry and heated that up for dinner. I’d have to go shopping – and soon – but I was more interested in sifting through a life left behind. May Potter’s life, that is. It was sort of my life, too, but it wasn’t something I left behind. It was something I didn’t even know existed.

      There was coffee in the cupboard, but it belonged to one of those old-school drip coffee machines. A day without caffeine is akin to a day without oxygen, so I suffered through and made a mental note to find a place to buy a Keurig. A coffee shop that offered something with a gourmet twist to drink would be a nice find, too. I carried my coffee mug to the back patio and settled on one of the loungers there, thankful that the area was so quiet. I’d taken enough time to wipe down the furniture before the sun set the previous day, but I’d had very little time to explore outside.

      Even though it was early, the sun barely drifting above the water’s edge, the temperature was already in the high seventies and I could tell it was going to be a stifling sort of day. I sipped the coffee as I leaned back in the lounger, inhaling the salty air as my lips curved. I wasn’t used to living on the beach. Heck, this was the beach to end all beaches. I would never get used to living like this. It was my first morning in a new and exotic locale, so I saw no reason not to enjoy it.

      So far I’d found nothing in the house to hint at a reason, and a reason was what I was looking for. I needed a reason why my grandmother knew about my existence and did nothing to contact me. I needed a reason why my mother had another life and never told my father. I needed a reason for living a half-life for twenty-seven years and having nothing to show for it.

      Er, well, I had something to show for it now. I had a lighthouse … and money. Sure, it wasn’t “let’s buy a yacht” money, but it was certainly “rent a boat on alternating weekends” money. I couldn’t complain about that – and because I can complain about anything, that’s saying something.

      I exhaled heavily, thoughts of continuing my cleanup forcing their way to the forefront of my brain. It wasn’t as if I was on a timetable, yet putting it off didn’t hold much appeal. I needed something to do with my time until I settled in, and organizing was the easiest option.

      I drained the rest of my coffee before standing, a dark chunk of beach debris catching my eye about fifty feet down the sand. Initially I moved to return to the house, but something about the misshapen form bothered me. On a whim, I descended the steps and moved toward the lump.

      My heart started thumping as I approached, even though I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, and I cocked my head. I’m sure I resembled a curious dog rather than a muddled woman, but I was drawn toward the dark item and couldn’t force myself to turn around.

      With each step my heart pounded louder, my stomach twisted harder and my mind rebelled further. I couldn’t be seeing what I was seeing. It simply wasn’t possible. This was paradise, after all.

      It couldn’t be what it looked like.

      It shouldn’t be what it looked like.

      It was, though, and paradise was suddenly lost.

      

      “WHEN DID you find the body?”

      Galen Blackwood, Moonstone Bay’s top cop, was six feet of hard muscle and luscious black hair surrounding a face that would’ve made angels weep. No, I’m not being dramatic. The man was a fine specimen of the male form. In fact, he was the finest specimen I’d seen outside of a television show revolving around hot biker dudes. That’s what he reminded me of, a biker dude. Not a dirty one who sold drugs or anything, of course, but a more sanitized version.

      Wait, that made me sound like a special snowflake, didn’t it? I hate that.

      Galen yanked me back to reality by snapping his fingers in front of my face. He may have been hot, but the gesture was unbelievably annoying. “Are you listening to me?”

      I offered up a scowl as I shoved my girly thoughts about his hot body and sinful face out of my mind. Looks have nothing to do with personality, and I was starting to think in this case that the only thing Galen had going for him was on a superficial level. “I was listening,” I gritted out, fighting to maintain my temper. “I was just trying to decide what time it was.”

      “You do know how to tell time, right?” Galen asked dryly.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I must’ve missed that lesson. Bummer.”

      Galen’s lips curled but otherwise he didn’t react. “So when did you find the body?”

      “Right before I called 911.”

      “You didn’t do anything else?”

      “Like what? A rain dance?”

      “Like touch the body or try to think up an alibi to cover your actions for the past twelve hours,” Galen answered, not missing a beat.

      “You think I did this?” My eyebrows flew up my forehead as I gestured toward the body. Galen had brought two individuals dressed in paramedic garb when he arrived. They were busy poking at the woman – who looked to be in her sixties and really, really dead – while pretending they weren’t eavesdropping on our conversation. They weren’t doing a very good job. “I didn’t do this. Why would I do this?”

      Galen wore khaki shorts and a black shirt that showed off a pair of impressively buff arms, so when he shrugged things rippled in odd places. I couldn’t stop myself from staring.

      “I’m not saying you did this,” Galen clarified. “I’m merely trying to understand what happened.”

      “What happened is that I woke up this morning, made some really bad coffee in a machine I’m not sure how to use because I thought they only existed in museums these days, and then I saw something on the beach,” I supplied. “I decided to look closer, realized it was a body, and called you. That’s the extent of my knowledge on this situation.”

      “And where were you during the overnight hours?”

      “In bed.”

      “In the lighthouse?” Galen inclined his chin in that direction. “You’re Hadley Hunter, right? You’re May Potter’s granddaughter. I heard you hit town yesterday.”

      “Yes, and I’m so thankful for my welcome party,” I drawled, refusing to tamp down my irritation. “Yes, I was asleep in the lighthouse. I didn’t want to risk sleeping on the beach until I knew the Moonstone Bay Downtown Development Authority’s position on that.”

      Instead of being offended, or even a bit annoyed, Galen merely smirked. “I see you’ve been talking to Booker.”

      “He drove me from the airport to the lighthouse.”

      “He also hates the DDA. He thinks they’re evil and out to get the unsuspecting Moonstone Bay populace.”

      “Are they? I mean, just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.”

      Galen shrugged. “Anything is possible.”

      “So I should refrain from riding a bicycle on the sidewalk, right?”

      Galen bobbed his head. “Most definitely. He wasn’t exaggerating about that.”

      “Awesome.” I flashed a sarcastic thumbs-up and rolled my neck until it cracked. It was only after glancing down at my feet, which were growing hot in the baking sand, that I realized I was still dressed in pajamas. Sure, nothing was on display, but the cotton sleep shorts rode low on my hips and the tank top didn’t have a shelf bra, so very little was left to the imagination. Son of a blistering headache!

      I did my best to cross my arms over my chest without drawing attention to that particular area. “This place just keeps getting better and better,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Did you say something?” Galen arched a challenging eyebrow.

      “I said that I have nothing to do with the dead body on the beach,” I replied, changing course. “I mean … why would I kill someone my first night in town? That seems a little reckless, doesn’t it? Wouldn’t a smart person feel out the area before committing murder?”

      “You’re assuming you’re a smart criminal,” Galen pointed out. “I’m not yet sure that’s the case.”

      Oh, well, screw him. He may be hot, but he’s a complete and total tool. Tool quotient trumps temptation. “Do you have any other questions you want to ask me?”

      “Surprisingly enough, I do,” Galen replied. “They’re not germane to this case, though, so they’ll have to wait. As for murdering the woman on the beach, I’m fairly certain you’re innocent. I can’t rule you out completely, but you’re not on the top of my list of suspects.”

      “How reassuring.” I mustered as much mock enthusiasm as I could manage. “That’s such a relief.”

      “The deceased is a local,” Galen explained, ignoring my sarcasm. “Her name is Bonnie Wakefield.”

      “You knew her?” I swallowed hard, sympathy rising. “I’m sorry.”

      “I knew her. That doesn’t mean I liked her.”

      “Oh, then I’m not sorry.”

      Despite the tense situation, Galen snickered. “I like your attitude. I can see a lot of May in you.”

      “I didn’t know her, so I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “That’s a shame.” Galen planted his hands on his narrow hips. “As I said, you’re not a suspect, but I need to make sure I’ve covered all my bases if I want to track down the real killer.”

      “And who is that?”

      “I have no idea, but we’ve officially gone from two victims to three in as many months, so I’m pretty sure this case is going to get the bulk of my attention from here on out.”

      I was determined to remain strong and unfazed, but the admission was enough to knock the air out of me. “Three victims?”

      “In three months,” Galen confirmed. “The thing is … your grandmother was the first victim.”

      It was as if he took a stick and used it to knock my legs out from under me.

      “Oh, yeah.” Galen was seemingly unbothered. “We have a serial killer on the loose.” He clapped his hand to my bare shoulder. “Welcome to Moonstone Bay.”

      And I thought the worst thing to happen to me today would be figuring out how to use the strange coffee pot.
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      “That can’t be right.”

      My mind revolted even as my heart skipped a beat. The hot police officer wouldn’t stop staring, and my brain apparently didn’t want to fire on all cylinders. It wasn’t an attractive combination.

      “Well, last time I checked, I know how to read a coroner’s report correctly,” Galen argued, clearly missing my distress. “I’m pretty sure I’m right. Now, I know that women like to be right above all else, but this time I think you’re wrong.”

      “But … .” I tripped over my tongue as I tried to center my thoughts. “She had cancer. Booker said that. He said that she was sick and everyone on the island was spending time with her so she wouldn’t be alone.”

      Galen’s expression shifted as he pinned me with an unreadable look. “That is true,” he confirmed. “May had cancer. She was fighting it. In fact, she was putting up a brave fight before it happened.”

      “Before what happened?”

      “You don’t know any of this, do you?” Galen shook his head as he rested his hand on my shoulder, the warmth associated with the gesture centering me. “Sit down.” He gestured toward a spot in the shade under an oversized palm tree.

      I’m not one for doing as others instruct for no apparent reason, but I didn’t put up an argument. Galen waited until I was settled before continuing.

      “May was sick for a long time,” Galen started. “She didn’t have an easy fight – not that anyone with cancer can ever say that – but she was very weak. She had unbelievable strength of character, though, so she wasn’t about to lie down and let something bad happen to her.

      “She was going through chemotherapy and the doctors were hopeful,” he continued. “She didn’t have a firm prognosis, but the doctors thought they could extend her life – and not in a way that would’ve made one question the wisdom associated with the decision.”

      “Meaning she would’ve had good quality of life,” I surmised. “So … what happened?”

      “First, let me ask you something,” Galen prodded. “Didn’t you ever ask the people who informed you of May’s death how she died? She wasn’t a young woman by any stretch of the imagination, but she wasn’t old and decrepit either.”

      “I didn’t think about it,” I admitted, rubbing my sweaty palms over my bare knees. “I didn’t know her. She was an ideal more than anything else. I wondered about my mother’s mother, but since I didn’t know my own mother it wasn’t something I dwelled on.”

      “I didn’t know that.” Galen’s voice gentled. “I assumed you got to spend some time with her.”

      “You know what they say about people who assume things, right?”

      “Yes, that we make wonderful cops.” Galen let loose a lopsided smile as his dimple came out to play. “I’m sorry I made the wrong assumption. I’m also sorry you never got a chance to get to know May. She was a treasure.

      “As for her death, she wasn’t winning, but she wasn’t losing either,” he continued. “A woman who was spending time with May – Bonnie, in fact – arrived at the house to check on her one morning. She was dead, cold in the bed.

      “At first we thought she died of complications from the cancer. Still, we had the medical examiner run a few tests just to be on the safe side. It turns out May’s death didn’t have anything to do with cancer and everything to do with poison.”

      My unsettled stomach flipped. “Poison?”

      “Hemlock, to be exact.”

      “I’m not sure what that is, but I’m sure you know better than me.” I ran a hand through my morning tousled hair and rested my chin on my knees. “So you don’t have a suspect?”

      “Not at present,” Galen replied. “However, the deceased – three women, all in the same age group, all prominent property owners here on the island – give me the idea that this is bigger than I initially thought.”

      “You didn’t think it was a big deal when May Potter died?”

      “I did, but I also thought it might’ve been something like a mercy killing,” Galen answered. “I thought maybe someone close to her believed May was in pain and tried to ease her suffering.”

      “What about the second victim?”

      “Winifred Chase. She was sick, too. Her son found her dead in bed, and I almost let it go. She looked as if she was at death’s door for twenty years, so it wouldn’t have surprised me at all if she’d slipped away in the dead of night.

      “Still, I decided to gather a blood sample, and it just came back from the lab about a week ago,” Galen continued. “She was poisoned, too.”

      “Hemlock?”

      “Nightshade.”

      “What does that tell you?”

      “That someone is hunting senior citizens on my island and I don’t like it.” Galen shifted his position so he could lock gazes with me. “I really am sorry for telling you the way I did. I thought you knew.”

      “It seems I don’t know much of anything.”

      “This hasn’t been much of a welcome for you.”

      “I used to live in a suburb of Detroit. I’m used to worse.”

      “That makes me inexplicably sad.” Galen gripped my forearm and tugged me to a standing position, automatically dusting off the bottom of my shorts as if I were a child before catching himself. “Um … sorry. You can probably do that yourself, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I finished the task while searching his face for clues. “So what happens now?”

      “Now the medical examiner takes photos and collects the body,” Galen replied. “Then two of my men will spend the day on the beach combing for evidence.”

      “Do you expect to find any?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You still have to do it, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Galen confirmed. “Technically we don’t have any evidence tying Bonnie’s death to that of your grandmother and Winifred.”

      “You believe otherwise.”

      “I think the odds of three women in the same age group dying in a way that’s not connected – especially in such a short time frame – have to be long.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. “When will you know for sure?”

      “Hopefully by tomorrow. I’ll have the coroner put a rush on the labs.”

      “Will you call me when you know?” I felt a bit needy, even somewhat whiny, asking the question. That didn’t stop me from yearning for a response.

      “I’ll call you,” Galen promised. “As soon as I have answers of any kind, you’ll be the first to know.”

      

      “YOU MUST BE Hadley Hunter.”

      It seemed my arrival was common knowledge and apparently everyone knew I was not only in town but also what I looked like. That’s exactly what I found when I took a break from the lighthouse – and watching law enforcement tirelessly scour the beach – and headed into town.

      Moonstone Bay was full of kitsch and cheese, and I made it only a few blocks before I needed a break. I popped my head into the nearest tiki bar – there were four as far as I could tell – and grabbed a stool at the bar.

      The woman behind the bar, a perky blonde with a set of the brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen, immediately headed in my direction when she saw me. She was already speaking before I had a chance to order.

      “I’m Hadley,” I confirmed, doing my best to keep from scowling. I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with the residents, after all. It wasn’t the bartender’s fault that I found a dead body on my property less than twenty-four hours after hitting town. “I take it there’s been some sort of memo sent out about me or something, huh?”

      “The library board put together a newsletter.” The bartender beamed as my smile slipped. “And I’m kidding. I’m Lilac Meadows. This is my bar.”

      My mouth dropped open, myriad thoughts vying for top billing in my busy brain. “Your name is Lilac Meadows?”

      Lilac nodded. “It is.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      “As opposed to what, my stripper name?”

      I didn’t want to admit that was the first thing that popped into my head. “It’s just … I’m from Detroit. People don’t have fun names like that in Detroit. It must be an island thing.”

      “Yeah, that must be it,” Lilac said dryly, shaking her head. “Still, despite the laughing I’m sure you’re hiding so I don’t yank out your hair, I get it. What can I get you?”

      “I’ll just have an iced tea with lemon if you have it.”

      “Coming right up.”

      I watched Lilac work, taking the occasional glance around the empty bar before speaking. “Is it normal for things to be this dead?”

      “We’re between tourist groups right now,” Lilac explained, sliding the iced tea in front of me. “Basically our busy period is Wednesday through Sunday. Then, on Mondays and Tuesdays we have quiet days before starting all over again.”

      “So no one ever stays more than five days?” That sounded odd. If I were going to fly to a tropical island for a vacation I’d want to stay a lot longer than five days.

      “They do,” Lilac answered. “Mondays and Tuesdays are simply quiet by comparison.”

      She said the words, but I wasn’t sure I believed them. Still, arguing about busy days on a tourist island was pretty low on my to-do list. “I’m still learning my way around,” I offered. “In fact, this is my first trip downtown.”

      “I thought Booker gave you a tour.” Lilac wrinkled her nose. “He said he gave you a tour. If he dropped you in the middle of island madness without a tour … .”

      I cut her off with a shake of my head. “He drove me around. He even carried my luggage inside. It’s not the same as exploring on your own, though.”

      “Did he take you in the bus?”

      I nodded. “I didn’t think buses like that still existed.”

      “They shouldn’t, but Booker refuses to give it up. He’s a bit traditional that way.”

      “Traditional?” I rolled the word through my head. “That’s not the word I’d use to describe him.”

      “What word would you use? Wait, let me guess … hot. You thought he was hot, didn’t you?” Lilac’s eyes lit with mirth. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone thinks he’s hot.”

      “He’s definitely hot.” I wasn’t embarrassed to admit it, especially with Lilac’s personality so bubbly and warm. “In fact, I’ve decided you guys must have something in the water because I’ve met exactly two guys and they’ve both been freakishly hot.”

      Lilac was intrigued. “Who else did you meet?”

      “Galen Blackwood.”

      Lilac snorted. “Oh, you have had a busy two days. You crossed paths with our two most eligible bachelors. They always earn a lot of female attention.”

      “I’m not interested,” I cautioned. “I’m simply commenting on the fact that they’re hot. Their personalities leave a bit to be desired.”

      “They’re men, honey. They can’t stop themselves from being total turds when they open their mouths.”

      “Not all men are like that.”

      “You’re right,” Lilac conceded. “The gay ones are better.” She seemed distracted when she tapped on the bar. “You know what? You haven’t had a proper tour of town yet and this place is dead, how about I show you around?”

      It was a nice offer, but I didn’t want to be responsible for tearing Lilac away from her work. “Oh, you don’t have to.”

      “I want to.” Lilac untied her apron and placed it on the bar. “Come on. We haven’t had a new resident for a long time. You need a tour if you’re going to understand.”

      That was an odd thing to say, even odder than the other weird things I’d heard since arriving on the world’s quirkiest island. “What do I need to understand?”

      Lilac’s smile was enigmatic. “Just about everything.”

      

      “SO, WE’VE BEEN through the stores, restaurants and government offices,” Lilac said two hours later. “What else do you want to see?”

      Being a Michigan transplant, I had trouble focusing on Lilac’s voice at a certain point due to the heat. I was at a point where I struggled to pretend the oven-like temperature and the wall of humidity didn’t bother me. It was a bona fide theatrical extravaganza, but Lilac barely broke a sweat. I didn’t want her to think I was some sort of weakling. “I don’t know. Is there anything else to see?”

      Lilac shrugged as we turned down a side street. “I don’t think so, but … let me give it a second and really think about it. We’ll walk around the block while I’m doing that. There’s a great view of the dock at the end of this street.”

      Great. More walking. That was the last thing I wanted. I heaved a sigh and wiped my forearm against my forehead as I forced a smile. “I love a good view.”

      Lilac cast me a sidelong look as she slowed her pace and handed me the oversized bottle of water she carried. “I forgot that it takes some folks time to acclimate to the weather. I’m so used to it that I don’t even notice.”

      I’m fussy about sharing drinks with people – you know, that whole backwash thing is gross – but I was so desperate for hydration that I would’ve shared a bottle of water with the entire island at this point. I wouldn’t even turn down the water if Lilac was a drooler, which thankfully she didn’t appear to be. I unscrewed the cap, guzzled a quarter of the bottle down without blinking, and then wiped the overflow from the corners of my mouth before speaking again. “Thanks. That hit the spot.”

      Lilac snorted as she trailed her fingers over a pretty flowered hedge. “You need to learn to voice your opinion, honey. If you’re thirsty, ask for water.”

      The smile I offered up was rueful. “I didn’t realize I was that thirsty until I had the bottle in my hand. It’s just so … freaking hot.”

      “It is, but it’s an island. You’ll get used to the heat.”

      I wasn’t sure, but I kept that concern to myself. “This entire thing is new to me,” I admitted after a beat. “I never fancied myself living on an island. It was never even a consideration. Okay, maybe Harsens Island. That’s not really an island, though. It’s kind of an island, but it’s so close to the mainland that you can swim there in five minutes flat.”

      Lilac arched an eyebrow as I babbled. “I’ve never heard of Harsens Island. Is that in the gulf?”

      We were from two different worlds. I should’ve expected that. “Never mind.” I handed back the water bottle. “It’s not important. Show me the nice view. I’m getting my second wind.”

      Lilac pursed her lips as she looked over my red face and sweaty brow. “I’m starting to think you need a third wind.”

      I was pretty sure that wasn’t a compliment. Instead of picking a fight and ruining a potential friendship, I turned my attention to the plot of land in front of me. It looked like a normal residential street except for the huge ten-foot-tall fence at the far end. “What’s that?”

      Lilac followed my gaze. “Oh, that’s the cemetery.”

      It didn’t look like any cemetery I’d ever seen. “Why are the walls like that?”

      “Oh, well … .” Lilac chewed her bottom lip. “Aren’t all cemeteries like that?”

      She had to be joking. That was all I could think. “Not the cemeteries where I’m from.”

      “Maybe it’s because of the inclement weather,” Lilac suggested. “We get a lot of bad storms in these parts, so maybe the town founders were worried the caskets would float away.”

      “Oh, is it an above-ground cemetery?” I’d never visited one in person but I’d seen photographs. “That sounds cool.” I picked up my pace and hurried to the gate, frowning when I found it locked. “What’s the deal?”

      “The cemetery is only open for residents,” Lilac explained. “No one wants tourists wandering around and disturbing the … um … environment.”

      “But what would the tourists do?” I honestly didn’t understand.

      “Who knows? They’re tourists, right?” Lilac made a face as she gestured toward the sidewalk. “We should continue our walk.”

      “But what about the cemetery?”

      “I’m not morbid, so I don’t pay the cemetery a lot of attention,” Lilac replied. “It’s not my thing.”

      “But … .”

      Lilac held up a hand to still me. “Listen, the cemetery is one of those things people ignore because it’s dark and depressing. No one wants to think about death on an island.”

      I wasn’t quite ready to let it go. “So no one ever visits? No one ever hosts séances around Halloween or anything?”

      Lilac was appalled. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “It’s a big thing in Detroit. They have ghost walks and everything.”

      “Well, that’s not what we do here.” Lilac spared a quick glance for the cemetery gate and sighed. “No one goes into the cemetery unless they’re never coming out. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “No.” I honestly didn’t.

      “I’m saying that you should never go into the cemetery because it’s private and people like to keep private things … um … private,” Lilac pressed. She started to move down the street and then stopped, grabbing my arm before I moved too far away from the gate. “Whatever you do, never go into the cemetery at night.”

      That had to be the oddest warning I’d ever heard. “What will happen if I do?”

      “People will be upset.”

      “The DDA?”

      “Very possibly.”

      “Will I get fined?”

      “Most definitely.”

      Lilac was so earnest I couldn’t help but give in and ease off the questions. “Okay. I won’t go into the cemetery. I was only mildly curious. Given this morning’s adventure, I’ve had enough death for the foreseeable future.”

      Lilac searched my face, as if looking for subterfuge, and then ultimately released me. “Great. I’m glad you understand.” The bright smile was back as she pointed toward the beach. “That great view I told you about is right over there.”

      I was over the tour but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I continued to pretend I was interested in the remainder of the day’s version of Show and Tell. “I can’t wait.”
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      Galen was still in my yard when I returned to the lighthouse. He smiled as I approached, taking in my red face and sweaty hair while handing me the bottle of water he held.

      “I take it one of the things that everyone learns pretty quickly about island life is that you should always carry a bottle of water,” I grumbled, accepting the container and guzzling a bit before returning it. “I think I might be dying. I thought I was in good shape until I spent the past few hours participating in an island tour.”

      Galen’s smile widened. “You were on a tour? With who?”

      “Lilac Meadows. Is that her real name, by the way? She says it is, but I’m afraid to be insulting and call her on it.”

      Galen gestured toward the shady part of the patio and followed so we could sit. “That is her real name,” he confirmed. “I know, because I’ve issued her a few tickets.”

      “Oh, really?” I arched a challenging eyebrow. “What for, jaywalking?”

      Galen snorted. “You’ll have to ask her about that. I make it a point to never ticket and tell.”

      “So … you could tell me, but then you’d have to kill me?”

      “Something like that.”

      I sighed and turned my attention to the activity on the beach. Things seemed to be wrapping up, and I couldn’t help being grateful. “How much longer?”

      “No more than an hour,” Galen replied, extending his long legs in front of him as he got comfortable. “For what it’s worth, we didn’t find any footprints on your property – at least none that didn’t belong to you. We believe Bonnie’s body was dumped into the water at a different spot and washed up here.”

      “I know you probably think that makes me feel better, but it really doesn’t.”

      “I understand, but I didn’t want you to feel afraid in your new home,” Galen supplied. “The island is generally a very safe place – and that’s not something we simply slap on brochures to appease the tourists – so I don’t want you to worry.”

      “Do I look worried?”

      Galen smiled as he looked me up and down. “You look like you’re learning a hard lesson about wearing black on an island. There’s a reason most people wear breathable fabrics and light colors.”

      “You’re wearing a black shirt,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, but I’m manly and I’m supposed to sweat.” Galen puffed out his chest, amusement lighting his features. “You’re supposed to glisten, not sweat.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” My tone was dry as I tugged my hair away from my face. “Seriously, this humidity is murder. How do you stand it?”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I hope so.” I honestly did. Despite my odd tour of the island with the sometimes-spastic Lilac leading the way, I found I liked the serenity of Moonstone Bay. I wanted to make this work. I wasn’t sure until this very moment … but I did. A life left floating wasn’t much of a life, and that’s how I felt I’d spent the better part of my adult years.

      We lapsed into amiable silence for a bit, Galen finally stirring. “Tell me about your tour.”

      “I’m not sure how much there is to tell. I needed a break from watching you guys work on the beach, so I headed into town. Thankfully, even though the lighthouse feels isolated, it took me less than five minutes to hit the main drag.”

      “The island is good that way.”

      “Definitely.” I bobbed my head in confirmation. “Then I decided I wanted iced tea, but there were about thirty bars and restaurants to choose from. Do you know that you have four tiki bars? Four! Who needs that many tiki bars?”

      “We actually have seven tiki bars,” Galen corrected, grinning at my discomfort. “But you ended up in Lilac’s bar. In a way, that’s a good thing.”

      “Why is that?”

      “She’s gregarious and easy to get along with.”

      “She’s definitely that,” I agreed. “She explained how Mondays and Tuesdays are slow on the island, and then insisted on giving me a walking tour because she believes Booker fell down on the job.”

      “Booker has many fine qualities,” Galen said. “One of them is not serving as a tour guide.”

      “Yes, I’m a big fan of his bus and the fact that he dresses like a reject from Magnum, P.I.”

      Galen’s chuckle was so loud it caused me to jolt. “It’s been forever since I’ve heard a good Magnum, P.I. reference.”

      “Netflix has opened my eyes to a whole new world of television.”

      “Good to know.” Galen must’ve realized I was staring at his water bottle, because he handed it back to me with zero comment. “Where did Lilac take you?”

      “Up and down the main drag,” I replied, gulping some of the water before continuing. “She told me where to get the best produce, which deli will rip me off when ordering lunchmeat and which liquor store has the best rum.”

      “All important things to know … especially about the rum. We take our rum very seriously on Moonstone Bay.”

      “Are you pirates?”

      “Only on Devil’s Night.”

      I didn’t know what to make of that statement – perhaps it was a joke I didn’t get – so I let it slide. “Tell me about Bonnie. Do you think her death is tied to May Potter’s?”

      “I think it’s a definite possibility, but I won’t know until I get the coroner’s report,” Galen replied, his eyes lit with interest as they locked with mine. “Why do you call her by her full name instead of referring to her as your grandmother?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “She was never my grandmother.”

      “But she was.”

      “I never knew her,” I argued. “She never called me on my birthday or sent a Christmas card. She apparently knew where I was but never visited … or called … or even sent a ‘wish you were here’ postcard.”

      “I hate to keep harping on this, but are you certain?”

      The way he phrased the question caused my stomach to perform an unbalanced somersault. “What are you asking?”

      “I’m merely asking if you’re certain that May never tried to contact you,” Galen replied, his voice calm. “The May I knew would’ve moved heaven and earth to get to know her only granddaughter.”

      “And yet I didn’t know her.”

      “I realize that, but … are you sure something else didn’t happen?” Galen pressed. “Maybe your father didn’t want May to know you and he kept it from happening.”

      My father was many things – a renowned criminal attorney, a poor tipper, a snazzy dresser and a total jerkwad when it came to dating women younger than me – but he wasn’t a liar. “You don’t know my father. You don’t know what he’s like. He loves me.”

      Galen held up his hands, signifying surrender. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “My father knew I wanted to know more about my mother,” I snapped. “He wouldn’t have kept that from me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Galen’s expression was difficult to read, but I felt he was sincere. I also felt that he was backing off only because he didn’t want to upset me. It wasn’t that he believed my father was a good guy as much as he didn’t want to deal with an emotional female. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head and looked to the surf. “I know my father. Nothing you can say will make me think he’s a bad man.”

      “I’m not trying to make you think he’s a bad man.” Galen’s tone was earnest. “I just … I knew May well. She was a cool lady. She was one of those crazy old ladies you want to hang around with because she always said whatever came to her mind. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Not about May, but in general.” I nodded. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “It’s okay. You’re getting used to a new place. I keep trying to put myself in your shoes, but I can’t quite seem to come to terms with what you must be feeling. Three months ago you didn’t even know you had a grandmother. Then, overnight, you found out you did and that she was dead.

      “The good part is that you have a new home on a tropical island,” he continued. “The bad is that your last tie to your mother is gone. For some reason I assumed you knew your mother while growing up. This has to have been difficult for you.”

      “I don’t know how to explain it,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. “It’s just weird. I still shouldn’t have snapped at you that way. You’re trying to help. I didn’t sleep well last night. That’s not an excuse, but … I don’t do well when I’m running on fumes.”

      “I don’t either.” Galen flashed a charming smile. “I like my eight hours as much as the next person.”

      “Thanks for understanding.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Galen waved off my concerns. “You said you didn’t sleep well. Is there a reason? Did you have nightmares or something?”

      “Nightmares?” That was an odd question. “No, I didn’t have nightmares. I think it was the fact that I was sleeping in a strange place. The bed belonged to someone else, which is always weird, and I kept thinking I heard things.”

      Galen knit his eyebrows as he leaned closer. “Someone was in the lighthouse?”

      “No, it’s just … I’m not used to living on the water,” I explained. “I kept hearing noises that were strange to me because I’m from the suburbs. I don’t believe the noises were strange to the house, just to me.”

      “Oh.” Galen visibly relaxed, releasing his grip on the arms of the chair. “I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”

      “I’m sure I will, too. The sound of the ocean is soothing. I love walking at night, so I’m looking forward to spending time on the beach after sunset. That probably won’t happen tonight – or maybe even this week, given the dead body – but I’m looking forward to it.”

      Galen’s smile was back. “A nighttime walk is divine.”

      “Just so long as I don’t go into the cemetery, right?” The question was pointed for a reason. Lilac was firm on the warning, and even though I tried bringing it up during the remainder of our tour she wouldn’t go into specifics. I hoped Galen would.

      “No, you should definitely avoid the cemetery after dark.” Galen turned his attention to the driveway, refusing to expand on the statement.

      “But why?”

      “Cemeteries are a place for the dead, not the living.”

      “I thought cemeteries were a place for the living to visit the dead.”

      “Not on Moonstone Bay.” Galen inclined his chin toward the driveway before I could dig deeper. “You have a visitor.”

      I knew exactly three people on the island so that seemed unlikely. I turned to find an older gentleman in a peach-colored suit picking his way up the driveway.

      “That’s Ned Baxter,” Galen supplied, getting to his feet. “He’s a local attorney.”

      “Why would he be coming here?” I couldn’t stop the rising stem of panic. “Did you call him because you’re going to arrest me for murder?”

      Galen’s expression shifted from curious to amused as he slid me a sidelong glance. “I already told you that you’re not a suspect.”

      “Then why do I need a lawyer?”

      “Ned is a family law attorney,” Galen replied, laughter lacing his words. “He handles child custody arrangements and probate issues. I believe he was May’s attorney.”

      “Oh.” I sucked in a calming breath. “Now that you mention it, I think I did see his name on the documents my father showed me.”

      Galen didn’t bother hiding his surprise. “So May’s will went straight to your father?”

      I nodded, distracted by the peach suit. “Does he know that color is … weird?”

      “It’s an island, honey,” Galen replied. “That color is only weird when you hit the mainland.”

      “Good to know.” I pasted a bright smile on my face as Ned hit the edge of the patio. “Hi.”

      “Hello.” Ned’s voice was warm and welcoming as his eyes bounced between Galen and me. “Am I interrupting?”

      “It’s not a date or anything,” I answered hurriedly. Galen’s snicker caused me to scald him with a dark look. “What?”

      “I think he was referring to something else,” Galen answered, jerking his thumb toward the beach activity over his shoulder. “Ms. Hunter discovered a body on the beach this morning. Bonnie Wakefield, in fact.”

      “Oh.” Ned’s face drained of color. “That’s horrible. How did she die?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Galen replied.

      I opened my mouth to mention the poison, but the expression on Galen’s face told me that he’d rather keep the information private for the time being, so I changed course. “Your name was on the will I received a few months ago.”

      “Yes, that’s why I’m here.” Ned recovered quickly, shaking his head to dislodge the body conversation so he could focus on the real reason for his visit. “I heard through the coconut vine that you arrived yesterday – Moonstone Bay is a small community – and I wanted to check in and see how you’re doing.”

      “I’ve been better.” I forced a wide-eyed smile. “Even when visiting Detroit I didn’t often stumble across bodies. It’s been a somewhat jarring move.”

      “I can see that.” Ned made a clucking sound with his tongue. “I’m sorry. You must be rethinking your decision to move to Moonstone Bay.”

      “I haven’t given much thought to that either way,” I countered. “So far I’ve simply been getting the lay of the land and going through some of the stuff inside.”

      “Well, if you decide you don’t want to stay I can help you with matters of property transfer and the like,” Ned offered.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Galen did it for me.

      “Why wouldn’t she want to stay?” Galen asked. “She’s barely given the island a chance.”

      “I understand that, but this is all new to her,” Ned explained. “In fact, I had no idea May even had a granddaughter until she asked me to establish the will a few months before her death. I was … surprised, to say the least.”

      “I don’t know why you would be surprised,” Galen argued. “May mentioned Hadley numerous times over the years. Still, it’s good you handled the will. Hadley wouldn’t have any idea what she was entitled to if you hadn’t.”

      “Yes, well, that’s my job.” Ned wrinkled his nose. “The lighthouse is an important historical property. I want to make sure its future is secure. I was actually relieved when I found out that May had a viable heir. Otherwise, I’m not sure what would’ve happened to the property.”

      “Thankfully we don’t have to worry about that,” Galen said.

      “Yes, thankfully.”

      I could sense a bit of unease between the two men, so I attempted to distract them. “Do you know why May didn’t contact me before her death, Mr. Baxter?” I asked, drawing his contemplative eyes to me. “I had no idea she existed until the will showed up, but clearly she knew about me.”

      “I don’t have an answer for you, my dear.” Baxter’s expression was rueful. “As I said, I didn’t know you even existed until a good six months ago. I was shocked, but didn’t feel it was my place to question her. She was a client. We were definitely on friendly terms, but I wouldn’t call her a lifelong friend or anything. I’m sorry.”

      “I’d call her a lifelong friend because I knew her my entire life,” Galen offered. “I knew about Hadley years ago.”

      “You did?” I couldn’t help being surprised. “What did she say about me?”

      “Just that she had a granddaughter,” Galen replied, his expression softening. “She didn’t share much more than that. Of course, I was a kid for a lot of that time. She mostly just gave me lemonade when I was playing on the beach.”

      “Oh.” I was understandably disappointed. “I thought maybe … .” I caught myself before I slipped into melancholy. “It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past. We can’t change the past.”

      “Not unless it’s Memorial Day,” Galen agreed, causing me to tilt my head. “As for the rest, I can’t comment. I can get out of your hair, though. I know you have things to do.”

      Galen flashed a charming smile before sidestepping Ned and heading toward the driveway. “Take care of yourself, Hadley. I’ll be in touch when I know more about Bonnie’s death.”

      I watched him go with a mixture of dread and relief. “Okay. Um, thanks.” I forced my attention back to Ned. “Did you need anything else?”

      Ned shook his head. “No. I only came to see if you were settling in okay. I’ll get out of your way, too. If you need anything, or have any questions, don’t hesitate to call.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      And just like that I was on my own in a strange place. Again. Seriously, could Moonstone Bay get any weirder?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to noises.

      I bolted upright in the bed – a bed that didn’t feel like it would ever be mine – and tilted my head to the side as I tried to identify the unfamiliar sounds.

      The bedroom window was open and I could hear the waves caressing the sandy shoreline. That wasn’t it, though. I’d already grown accustomed to the ocean sounds. I liked them. They were soothing and muted, not something that would cause me to jerk out of a pleasant dream that involved a shirtless Galen rubbing suntan lotion on my … wait, that was hardly the thing to focus on given the circumstances.

      I rubbed my eyes and debated whether or not I should search the lighthouse. I didn’t know the layout well enough to attempt to do it in the dark, but if I flicked on a light and someone was inside it would tip them off that I was awake. That might trigger a fight or flight response – the fight being the worst possible choice in that scenario – and I wasn’t sure how I would react.

      Of course, this was an island, not Detroit. The noise I’d heard could’ve been some sort of beach animal on the patio for all I knew.

      I sucked in a steadying breath to calm myself and tossed off the sheets, quietly getting to my feet and padding toward the doorway. I listened hard, hoping for the sound of muted whispers or animal claws on the hardwood floors, because that would mean I wasn’t imagining things. Sure, that would mean I was in a house with intruders or man-eating monsters, but at least I wouldn’t be crazy. Dead is better than crazy, right?

      I blew out a sigh, my tousled bangs fluttering, and forced myself to step into the hallway. I heard a light clinking sound, as if dishes were being emptied from the dishwasher, and squared my shoulders before determinedly walking in the direction of the kitchen.

      The metal staircase was narrow enough that I didn’t risk sliding to one side or tripping as I descended. The lighthouse was mostly dark, but the moon over the water was bright enough that it offered occasional bursts of illumination through the multitude of lighthouse windows.

      I’d just about convinced myself that I imagined everything when I heard a noise in the kitchen a second time. It was completely dark and I couldn’t see any movement in the murkiness, but this time I was sure I heard something. I had a few options, although none of them particularly called to me, and I was unsure how to proceed.

      I could run out the front door and scream for help. I could run out the front door and hide behind a bush before calling 911 and requesting help. I could go back upstairs and hide underneath the covers until morning. Or, and this was the dumbest idea of all, I could walk into the kitchen and confront whoever broke in.

      I did the latter. No joke. Here’s the thing about me: I’m braver than I am smart. When I was a kid, all anyone needed to do was dare me and I would do the most asinine things. You know all those memes that say “This is why women live longer than men?” I was in those – except I was the woman making the stupid decisions. I can’t seem to help myself.

      Despite my rampant idiocy coming out to play, I didn’t walk into the kitchen without a backup plan. I expected to turn on the light and scare off an intruder. But if the intruder didn’t run I didn’t want to be caught without a weapon. With that in mind, I grabbed one of the heavy metal bookends from the cabinet near the hallway wall, gripping it tightly before moving to the kitchen.

      I ran my hand over the wall to the left, feeling for the light switch, my heart pounding so loudly I thought the noise would overwhelm me. It was only after thirty seconds of searching that I remembered the light switch was on the other side of the doorframe.

      I heaved a sigh, shifted the bookend from one hand to the other, and flicked the switch. For better or worse, I’d made my decision. Standing in the dark and trying to talk myself out of it wasn’t going to work. It never worked.

      I blinked rapidly when the room flooded with light, taking a moment to get my bearings. At first I felt sheepish, as if I’d imagined everything. There was no scary man standing on the other side of the island counter waiting to pounce. There was no dark and scary female searching through the drawers for the family silver.

      There was absolutely nothing. I’d imagined it all. The kitchen was empty and safe and … hmm. I know I didn’t leave the dishwasher open.

      “You’re up late, dear!”

      I screeched at the female voice, jerking out with the hand that gripped the bookend and swiping it in the direction of the unexpected visitor. The woman – a tiny old lady with long silver hair and amused green eyes – didn’t flinch as the bookend went through her. No, you read that right. The bookend went through her. It didn’t bounce off her. It simply passed through her.

      “What the … ?” My mouth dropped open as I tried to register the phenomenon.

      “You need to put that down.” The woman inclined her head toward the bookend. “It’s old, turn of the century. I mean the turn of the previous century, for the record. It’s iron.”

      I managed to find my voice, although it was squeaky. “Does that mean it’s fragile?”

      “No, it’s iron, dear.” The woman’s grin was mischievous. “It simply means that it’s heavy and you’ll start feeling the strain in your muscles if you’re not careful.”

      She wasn’t wrong. My shoulder was beginning to ache. I grimaced as I cradled the bookend to my chest and glared at the woman moving toward the dishwasher. I was dumbfounded when she removed the dishes I’d put in for washing earlier and carried them to the cupboard.

      That’s when my righteous indignation flooded forward. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Putting the dishes away.”

      “I can see that, but … why?”

      “Because I know where they go, and I thought I would save you some time.”

      That sounded perfectly reasonable – except for the fact that I was fairly certain I was talking to a ghost and she shouldn’t be able to carry dishes. “Who are you?”

      The woman’s eyes twinkled as she flicked them in my direction. “Don’t you know, Hadley?”

      “I … .” I worked my jaw and forced myself to calm, carefully resting the bookend on the counter as I struggled to make my brain work. “You’re May Potter.”

      “No.”

      “You’re not May Potter?” I’d seen photographs. There were at least forty snapshots in frames around the house and most of them contained some version of this woman over the course of her life. I was certain I was right. “You must be.”

      “I am May Potter,” the woman confirmed. “But you should call me ‘grandmother.’ I’ve waited decades to hear it, after all. I think I deserve it.”

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, part of me convinced I was dreaming. “Uh-huh.”

      “You look a bit pinched, dear.” May’s ghostly hand mimicked patting my cheek. I could feel a brief flutter but no actual contact, which only served to weird me out even more. “Sit down. I’ll make you some tea.”

      Sit down? She had to be joking. “I’m dreaming, right? That’s the only explanation.”

      “You’re not dreaming.”

      “Then how do you explain this?” I sounded shriller than I was comfortable with, but because I was talking to a dream vision of the grandmother I’d never met I wasn’t overly worried about sounding like a loon.

      May fixed me with a calm but pointed look. “I’ve been watching you since you arrived and I figured now was the time to make my presence known. I didn’t want to let things go too long, because I thought you might freak out if I did.”

      “What do you think is happening now?”

      “I think you’re shocked and taking a moment to come to your senses,” May replied, seemingly unbothered by my tone. “I think that’s perfectly reasonable. Sit.”

      I watched her move toward the pantry, my stomach tightening with each ghostly step.

      “I think you need something without caffeine,” May mused, tapping her bottom lip as she perused the tea selection. “Chamomile sounds good, right?”

      “Actually, I’d prefer some whiskey,” I gritted out as I sat at the small kitchen table and watched the ghost bustle in the direction of the stove.

      “I think liquor will make matters worse,” May countered. “You’re already confused. Alcohol will merely give you the option of believing you imagined all of this tomorrow morning, and then we’ll have to start over.”

      “And that would be a travesty, huh?”

      “It certainly would.” May set the kettle to boil and then moved in my direction. She didn’t walk so much as float. “I’m so glad you finally made your way to Moonstone Bay, dear. I can’t tell you how good that makes me feel.”

      “Uh-huh.” I flicked my eyes to the back door, briefly wondering if I somehow managed to make it there and screamed for help if anyone would hear me. “I was curious and wanted to see.”

      “I don’t blame you. The will must’ve come as a complete and total shock.”

      “It did.” I dragged my eyes back to May, curiosity getting the better of me. “Why didn’t you contact me before you died?”

      “I thought about it,” May replied, refusing to make eye contact as she flitted around the counter. “I thought I had more time.”

      The simple statement was enough to tug at my heartstrings. “Galen said that you were sick but not dying. He said that you were poisoned. Is that true?”

      “Galen, huh?” May’s eyes lit with mirth. “I didn’t realize you were already on a first-name basis with our esteemed sheriff.”

      “Sheriff?” I rolled the title through my mind. “Doesn’t Moonstone Bay have only three cops?”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s not the sheriff.”

      “I guess not. Still … you didn’t answer me. Were you poisoned?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” May replied, removing the kettle from the stove and pouring the steaming water into a mug. “I know I was feeling poorly the last night before I went to sleep. I know I never woke up. I don’t know if I was poisoned. If Galen says so, though, I have to believe him. He’s not a liar.”

      “He’s weird,” I muttered, rolling my neck. “He might not be a liar, but he’s weird.”

      “You’re only saying that because he unnerves you.” May carried the tea to the table and slid it to the spot in front of me before pulling out the chair across the table and sitting. She looked perfectly normal, a caring grandmother getting to know her daughter’s child – other than the fact that I could mostly see through her.

      “He definitely unnerves me,” I said after a beat, debating the best way to proceed. I remained convinced I was dreaming. In some ways that was better. That meant I didn’t have to fear for my life. But I wanted information. Even if my subconscious was providing that information, I still wanted to know. “Why didn’t I ever meet you? Why didn’t my mother ever tell my father about you? Why would someone want to kill you?”

      “You have a lot of questions.” May chuckled, her voice harsh and dry. “I guess that’s fair. Why didn’t we ever meet? I wanted to, but your father didn’t think it was a good idea.”

      The admission was simple, but it set my teeth on edge. “What do you mean? My father didn’t know about your existence until the will showed up.”

      “Your father is not a bad man, nor is he guilty of terrible misdeeds, but he’s not entirely innocent in this scenario,” May replied, her tone calm. “Your father knew I existed from the beginning.”

      “He would’ve mentioned you,” I protested. “He didn’t know.”

      “Oh, dear, he knew.” May made a clucking sound and I could practically feel the sympathy oozing out of her ghostly pores. “Your father met me two weeks before he married your mother. He was charming, kind and furious when I refused to give my blessing to the union.”

      My heart felt heavy and I gripped the mug because I felt the need to do something with my hands. “I don’t understand.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, Moonstone Bay is not a normal place,” May volunteered. “It’s … different.”

      “You mean because of this ‘island life’ nonsense?”

      “Island life is real, but that’s not what I’m referring to,” May replied. “The island itself is different. It’s a … different world, so to speak. We’ll get into that later. It’s a conversation that takes more than a night, and we have more important things to focus on.”

      “Like the fact that you’re a ghost yet you can still make tea?”

      “No, that would be something that falls under island life.” May was blasé. “Tonight, I think you need to know the family story. The other information can wait a bit. I expect you’ll find out most of it on your own.”

      “Oh, joy.”

      May snorted. “You have your mother’s sense of humor. I’m glad to see that.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      May’s smile slipped, something I couldn’t quite identify flitting through her eyes. “I’m sorry about that. I really am. You’ll never know how sorry.”

      I steeled myself against the myriad of emotions passing over May’s face. “I don’t really care about that. You were about to tell me why my father lied about knowing you.” I wasn’t sure I believed the charge, yet part of me – a very small, cold part – knew it was possible. My father was a pragmatic soul, after all. If he convinced himself it was in my best interests to hide information, he would do so.

      “Your mother left Moonstone Bay when she was eighteen,” May explained. “She wanted to go to college on the mainland. Moonstone Bay is a United States territory, which you well know, so allowing her to go to college in Florida wasn’t as difficult as you might think.”

      “I do know. I was surprised to find that I didn’t need a passport or anything to move to the island, even though I’d never heard of it before. It seemed so easy.”

      “That’s the easiest thing about living on this island,” May confirmed. “But your mother, she wanted to see the rest of the world. I thought it was a fine idea. I thought she would go to college and then return to the island once she got it out of her system. But she met your father.”

      “And they fell in love,” I murmured.

      “I believe they fell in lust first – which is common at that age – but essentially, yes,” May said. “One day Emma informed me that she was dating a nice young man. The next thing she told me was that she was getting married and never returning to Moonstone Bay.

      “I was shocked, to be sure,” she continued. “I made the decision to fly to them and put a stop to their plans. This was before they moved to Michigan. Your mother and father were still in Florida at the time. I put my foot down and threatened to disown your mother if she didn’t change her mind. I’m not proud of my reaction, but I did it, so I need to own it.”

      “And what did she say?” I was genuinely curious.

      “She said she was pregnant with you and had no intention of walking away from your father.”

      “I see.” And, because I did, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. “Was that the last time you talked with her?”

      “No.” May’s answer took me by surprise. “You have to understand that I was feeling pretty sorry for myself around that time. I wasn’t a pleasant individual to begin with, so that only made matters worse. When your mother cut off contact for several months, I turned myself into a victim.”

      “Okay, but … .”

      May held up her hand to silence me. “We don’t have much time. I’m still getting used to my new reality, so my strength wanes. I want to get this part out before that happens. I can come back and discuss the rest later.”

      That sounded like a terrible idea, but I didn’t voice my concerns. “Okay.”

      “Your mother and I didn’t talk for months – and months and months – and when she finally called I thought it was because she wanted to apologize,” May explained. “But she didn’t. She wasn’t sorry. Honestly, she had nothing to be sorry about. I was the one in the wrong.”

      “So … what happened?”

      “Your mother called when she was in labor,” May replied, waiting a beat so the realization could wash over me. “She was in a lot of pain, and I think she knew something was about to go terribly wrong.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I see.”

      “I don’t think you do,” May countered. “She was very excited for your arrival, but she wanted me to know a few things in case … well, in case she didn’t get to tell you certain things herself.”

      “Which she didn’t.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      I worked overtime to tamp down my bitterness. “What did she tell you?”

      “She said that I should let your father raise you if something happened, make sure you had a normal life and didn’t know about your heritage,” May answered. “She didn’t want you to know what you were. She thought you would be happier being normal.”

      I had no idea what to make of that. “I’m sorry, but … what?”

      “I wanted to do what Emma thought best, but as the years went on I had more and more trouble letting things be,” May said, her eyes clouding. “I tried talking to your father several times. I wanted to meet you. Each time he put me off.”

      “He would’ve told me that.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I … .” I really wasn’t sure. I loved my father, but if he thought May would upend the quiet life we shared, he would’ve had no problem shutting her out.

      “It doesn’t matter now.” May’s eyes drifted toward the window. “I don’t have much time left right now. I can feel it. I have to get the rest of this out.”

      “What?”

      “I made the mistake of not standing by my daughter when she made a life decision,” May said. “I also made the mistake of listening to the orders she gave out of fear. She wanted you to have a normal life, but sometimes being normal isn’t the right way to go.”

      “I don’t understand what that means,” I pressed. “What’s the difference between normal and here?”

      May cackled, the question catching her off guard. “Oh, my dear, you have so much to learn. I’m looking forward to watching you learn it.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer,” I pressed.

      “It wasn’t, but it’s the only thing I have to give you at present,” May said. “I made many mistakes and you’ll have to pay for them. I’m sorry for that. Still, you have time to fix the mistakes I’ve made. I think you’re more than capable of that.”

      “And how will I do that?” I prodded. “How will I fix these so-called mistakes?”

      May’s eyes sparkled as she lost a bit of her luminosity. She was fading. “You’re a witch, dear. We can do anything.”

      I was convinced I’d heard her wrong. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re a witch,” May repeated, her wizened countenance barely visible as she faded to nothing. “Look around. See what you see. Listen. Keep your ear to the ground. Everything will become obvious if you take the time to learn.”

      My frustration bubbled up. “What does that mean?”

      There was no answer. May was gone and I was back to being alone in a lighthouse that didn’t feel as if it belonged to me.

      This was all a dream, right?
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      I woke feeling more tired than when I fell asleep.

      I spent the first hour of wakefulness in bed, debating whether or not what happened the previous evening was real or a result of my overactive imagination. I shoved it off to the imagination side until I arrived in the kitchen and found the dishwasher empty. Then I was back to debating. Of course, I could’ve emptied the dishwasher myself while in some sort of sleep state. Perhaps I had a brain tumor and didn’t realize it. That would explain everything. It was almost comforting to wish for a tumor. Almost.

      The sun barely peeked over the horizon as I carried a mug of coffee to the patio and settled in one of the loungers. It was cool – especially by Moonstone Bay’s standards – and I predicted that I would have to become something of a morning person if I expected to survive the island.

      I had a mountain of work today, yet I was more interested in debating whether or not I’d been dreaming or had a brain tumor. May didn’t say much but what she did say was enough to make me question my sanity. A witch? She said I was a witch. That made absolutely no sense. How could I be a witch? Witches are green with warts and stuff, right? Even May, who was advanced in age, didn’t look anything like a witch.

      Still, even though I wanted to push the idea out of my mind I couldn’t quite let it go. Moonstone Bay was unbelievably odd. The cemetery was only one thing that caused me to question the community. I mean … well … maybe witches hang out in the cemetery after dark every night and that’s what they’re trying to hide.

      It made sense … kind of.

      Okay, it only made sense if you were willing to embrace the fantastical. I’m a big fan of horror and fantasy movies and books, but that didn’t mean I believed either existed in the real world. There was plenty horror of the real variety going around, so much so that no one needed to add supernatural mumbo-jumbo to the mix.

      I mean … come on. It’s ludicrous.

      I believed that, and yet the witch stuff threatened to overtake my brain. I was furious with myself for even considering following it up. Still, I felt the need to talk to someone about what May had told me. I had no idea who that someone should be.

      Could I risk a conversation with Galen? Probably not. He already thought I was loopy and only spent so much time talking with me because he was a sympathetic soul and felt sorry for me.

      I could try talking to Lilac, but she clammed up when it came to the cemetery. Whatever she knew – and I was convinced she knew something – she had no intention of sharing it.

      Who did that leave?

      I could always call my father. The idea left me with a cold sensation in the pit of my stomach. I would call him, ask him about what May said, and then listen to his response. I needed to calm myself before that happened, though. My father wasn’t a fan of emotional manipulation, and if I started screaming, yelling and crying he wouldn’t take it well.

      I was so lost in thought I didn’t realize I was focusing on something in the water until it moved. At first I thought it was a bit of ocean debris – you hear stories about floating garbage on the water all of the time – but then I realized the item in question appeared to be small in some instances and larger in others. How was that even possible?

      I left my coffee on the small table next to the lounger and squinted as I stared at the ocean. The rising sun was so bright it made focusing difficult and the first thing I thought of was Bonnie Wakefield’s body. If another body washed up on shore my second day I’d have no choice but to leave. I couldn’t live in a place where this was a regular occurrence.

      After staring at the blob for an extended period of time I realized it was not only moving, it appeared to have appendages. They weren’t sea creature appendages either, although I almost managed to trick myself into believing I saw a fin at one point. Instead, as the figure took form, I realized I was looking at a woman.

      She climbed out of the water and headed for a spot on the beach, lifting her arm in greeting when she caught me staring. She was pretty, long brown hair trailing down her back, and she appeared to be happy to see me.

      Oh, yeah, she was also naked.

      “What the … ?” I sputtered to myself as I hurried in the woman’s direction. My first thought was that she was in some sort of trouble – perhaps running from a rapist or something – and that explained the lack of clothing. As I closed the distance between us, I realized the woman was smiling and she didn’t appear to be in a hurry to cover herself.

      “I … who are you?” I blurted out the question before I thought better about offering up such a harsh greeting.

      The woman didn’t appear bothered by my tone. “I’m Aurora King. You’re Hadley Hunter, right? I heard you arrived two days ago. I wanted to stop by yesterday and have a sit-down but I got caught up with other stuff. My father is being a real pain in the blowhole, if you know what I mean. I wanted to meet under different circumstances.”

      The only thing I was certain about was that I didn’t know anything. “Aurora King?”

      Aurora’s smile was so wide it almost swallowed her entire face as she used a towel to wipe off the dripping water. “I own the pirate bar on Main Street.”

      I racked my brain. “The Pirate’s Booty?” The name stuck out because the decorations grabbed my attention during my tour the previous day.

      Aurora nodded. “That’s the one. I know the name is a bit schmaltzy, but it really brings in the tourists so I’m not changing it.”

      “No, of course not.” My mouth was unbearably dry as I tried to look anywhere but at Aurora’s nakedness. “I … um … will have to check it out.”

      “You definitely should. We have the best coconut rum on the island.”

      “Great.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      After an interminably long stretch of silence I finally had no choice but to look at Aurora. I was hoping to find her dressed – she’d left a pile of clothing behind on the beach for a reason, after all – but she remained naked as she regarded me with unveiled interest.

      “What?” My voice was raspy.

      “You’re just not what I expected,” Aurora replied after a moment. “I thought I’d see more of May in you. You have some May in you, don’t get me wrong, but you’re your own person.”

      My temper flared a bit. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Did I say it was a bad thing?”

      “No, but … .” I heaved a sigh as I fought to control my temper. “What are you doing here again?”

      “I like to swim here,” Aurora replied. She seemed amused by my temperamental shifts. “May didn’t have a problem with it. That’s why I wanted to meet you – to see if you have a problem with it.”

      “And if I do?”

      Aurora shrugged. “Then we’ll talk about it.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that she said we would talk about it, not that she would stop doing it. “Uh-huh.” I looked at the pile of clothing at Aurora’s feet. “Is there a reason you feel the need to swim naked?”

      “It’s more freeing. I don’t like the feeling of nylon against my bits.”

      “Does that go for underwear, too?” I have no idea why I asked that question, but I was genuinely curious.

      “I’ll leave that for you to figure out on your own.” Aurora winked, causing my stomach to churn as she leaned over and grabbed a pair of knit shorts. I didn’t miss the fact that she shimmied into them without putting on panties first. “You’re up early. May was that way, too. She was always up before the sun. We used to share a mug of coffee most mornings when I stopped for a visit.”

      I didn’t miss the pointed tone. “Would you like some coffee?”

      Aurora beamed. “That would be delightful! Thank you for asking.”

      I turned on my heel and stalked toward the lighthouse. Aurora took a bit more time, sliding on a pair of flip-flops and tugging a tank top over her head as she trailed in my wake.

      “Are you planning on making any changes?” Aurora didn’t speak again until we were on the patio, and the question caught me off guard.

      “I haven’t given it much thought,” I replied, shuffling toward the door. “Wait right here. I’ll get your coffee.”

      If Aurora was offended about not being allowed inside, she didn’t show it. “No problem.” She threw herself in the lounger next to the one I sat in before noticing her playing in the surf. By the time I returned with her coffee she was stretched out and comfortable. “I’ve always enjoyed this view.”

      Even though I wasn’t sure what to make of Aurora, I couldn’t argue with the sentiment. “I like it, too,” I admitted, gazing at the gently rolling water. “I didn’t think I’d be able to get used to the noise – it’s louder here in some ways and quieter in others – but I really like the sound of the water.”

      “I love the water,” Aurora enthused, sipping her coffee. “If I could find a way to live in the ocean and still afford cool shoes and electronics I would totally do it.”

      “Isn’t that what houseboats are for?”

      Aurora snorted. “You’re funny. May didn’t tell me you were so funny.”

      “That’s because she never met me.” I didn’t mean to get testy – I honestly didn’t – but I was getting sick and tired of people mentioning that May Potter talked about me when she couldn’t be bothered to ever introduce herself. The realization that she didn’t care enough to put herself out, at least in some meaningful way, chafed.

      “I guess that’s fair.” Aurora tossed her damp hair over her shoulder. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to meet her. She was a fun lady. When I’m old like her – although she would hate the fact that I’m using the word ‘old’ while talking about her – I want to be just like her.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant. “Why?”

      “Because she was feisty.”

      It was a simple answer, yet I sensed Aurora wasn’t being entirely truthful. “And because she was a witch, right?”

      Instead of being offended – rather than calling me crazy and tossing around the word “loon” – Aurora nodded as if I’d said the most normal thing in the world. “I always wanted her to teach me spells, but she insisted you had to be born into it.

      “She said, ‘Aurora, girl, you’re fun and you’re pretty, but you’re not witch material,’” she continued. “She was convinced I wasn’t patient enough to learn the craft.”

      I didn’t expect Aurora to accept what I said without argument. I didn’t expect her to expand on it. I thought she would call me crazy and threaten to call the nice men with straitjackets to pick me up. Of course, I’d just found her swimming naked in the ocean so I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “Yes, well, that explains that.” I feigned knowing what I was talking about. “The whole island is full of witches, right?”

      “I don’t know that I would say Moonstone Bay is full of witches,” Aurora clarified, her eyes fixed on the water rather than me. “I think there’s a nice balance. Still, when I think about everyone here, I’d estimate the witches are on the low end of the population pool. I think shifters are at the top, half-breeds without a real power base would be in the middle and witches would have to be at the bottom.” She used her hands to illustrate what she was saying. “There’s been a real slowdown in witch births over the past three decades or so – no one wants to be barefoot, pregnant and mixing mugwort these days – so that’s only to be expected.”

      “Right.” She was crazy. That was the only reasonable explanation. The woman was batshit crazy. That meant she was capable of anything. I had to be extremely careful when extricating myself from her presence. “So you think witch birth rates are on the decline, huh?”

      “I don’t think it,” Aurora corrected. “The Downtown Development Authority included it in one of the brochures they handed out during the last solstice celebration. It stuck in my head. That’s why I remember it.”

      “And Moonstone Bay is full of shifters, you say?” Shifters. I rolled the word around in my mind. I read a lot, so I was familiar with the term. It was probably best to pretend I believed Aurora rather than to laugh, point and start screaming about restraints. “Do you think wolf or bear shifters are the biggest here?”

      “Wolf shifters are big, but we don’t have any bear shifters to my knowledge.” Aurora was matter-of-fact. “It’s an island. Bears don’t hang around on islands.”

      “They did on Lost.”

      “Good point.” Aurora paused for a beat. “Of course, Lost was a television show and not real. This is the real world. In the real world you don’t find bear shifters on islands. Well, I guess there are koala shifters – they’re really the lesser of the shifters, though – and they want to hang on Australia all the time. That’s technically an island.”

      “Uh-huh.” Oh, dear lord, she really is crazy. She’s talking about koala shifters. I mean … what the fuzzy freak is going on here? “So if wolf shifters are popular, what other kinds of shifters should I expect to find?”

      I worked as hard as I could to keep my expression placid. I didn’t want to tip off Aurora that I thought she was crazy. I didn’t want her to realize I thought her brains had probably spilled out of her ears without her knowledge years before. You should never tell crazy people they’re crazy. They don’t see it that way. They think you’re the crazy one and will attack.

      No, really. I saw that on a television show one time.

      “We have a lot of marine shifters,” Aurora answered, seemingly oblivious to my inner struggle. “There’re a couple of dolphin shifters. Beware of the crab shifters. They’re cads and will try to get in your pants. They say it’s not the same kind of crabs, but it itches all the same. Trust me.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “There’re also some uncategorized shifters, just so you’re aware.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Um … .”

      “Tom at the supermarket, for example, can shift into any animal he wants,” Aurora continued. “He doesn’t get stuck shifting into one thing and one thing only. I’m kind of jealous of him for that. But his kind is rare. They’re even rarer than witches these days.”

      “Great.” The notion of running practically overwhelmed me.

      “The most important thing is to never believe any of the sharks are shifters,” Aurora offered, finally turning her eyes back to me and holding my gaze. “There is no such thing as shark shifters on this island. They died out. I’ve known a few people who were convinced that they were dealing with shifters in the water and not real sharks. That’s not the case. Everything here is a real shark, so you shouldn’t try talking to them.”

      I had news for her. If I saw a shark in the water I would crap myself before trying to talk to it. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the tip.”

      “You’re welcome.” Aurora smiled as she stood. “I can put a list of things together for you so you’re not caught unaware. I know this is a lot to absorb all at once – I mean, how often do you move to an island that caters to paranormal entities when they want to go on vacation. But it won’t take you long to figure things out. I can tell you’re smart.”

      “You can?” That was news to me.

      “Oh, definitely.” Aurora enthusiastically nodded. “You’re May’s granddaughter. That naturally means you have to be smart.”

      Right. Naturally.
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      I wanted to spend the day at the lighthouse sorting through things, moving furniture around and generally doing anything that would make the space feel like a home. My home, to be exact. I was inside for only five minutes when Aurora’s empty coffee mug appeared to move to the dishwasher on its own. I was happy when she left, but now I wished I had company.

      I called out to May, hoping she would appear again, but I was alone.

      Instead of dwelling on the fact that I seemed to be a magnet for crazy people – and ghosts (something I still couldn’t wrap my head around) – I showered and headed for town. I was convinced Moonstone Bay was a large-scale psych experiment. It explained so much. That didn’t mean I wanted to hang around with my invisible friend and help the experiment along.

      The police department was only two blocks away from the lighthouse and it was the first recognizable building I passed. Galen’s truck was in the lot. I considered stopping to ask him about Moonstone Bay’s special brand of crazy. I figured he would tell me the truth. I also figured he would lock me up without a second thought if I was imagining things. I recognized that telling one of the only law enforcement representatives on the island that I’d not only seen a ghost but that I’d also willingly listened to a naked woman discuss koala shifters was a terrible idea. He’d have me pumped full of meds so fast I wouldn’t be able to call my father and accuse him of lying to me when I finally calmed down enough to do it.

      I pointed myself in the direction of Lilac’s tiki bar, giving The Pirate’s Booty a wide berth in case Aurora decided to continue our earlier conversation, and was relieved to find Lilac behind the counter. Other than her, the rest of the building was empty.

      I wanted to broach the subject of my fraying sanity in a tactful manner. There was no sense in alarming her, after all.

      “What can you tell me about the extinction of shark shifters?”

      Lilac widened her eyes as she met and held my gaze. “What do you mean? Do you want the legend or the truth?”

      My mouth went dry. “The truth.”

      “They’re not extinct but their breeding numbers are in the danger zone,” Lilac supplied. “They spend most of their time in South Africa because, for some reason, they’re more fertile there. It must be something to do with the water. I’ve never given it much thought.”

      “That makes two of us.” I faked a smile for Lilac’s benefit. I’m not sure if she believed it – her expression said the exact opposite – but I gave it my best attempt.

      “Just out of curiosity, why are you asking about shark shifters?”

      “I met Aurora this morning and she brought it up.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense.” Lilac wrinkled her nose. “We all agreed to give you time to get used to the island before starting in on the … um … other stuff. We had a meeting and everything. Aurora refused to come. She’s not much of a joiner. I should’ve realized she would screw things up for all of us.”

      “A meeting, huh?” Just when I think things can’t get weirder … they do. “Was it a town hall meeting?”

      “Downtown Development Authority.”

      “Really?” I wasn’t expecting that. “Why?”

      “Because the lighthouse beach is a big draw and it’s important to Moonstone Bay’s bottom line,” Lilac replied, not missing a beat. “That’s the Downtown Development Authority’s biggest priority.”

      “Yeah, from everything I’ve heard about them, they’re a bunch of jerks.” I heaved out a sigh and rubbed the back of my neck as Lilac poured a glass of iced tea and shoved it in my direction. “Do you have anything stronger?”

      “Do you want something stronger?”

      “Do you have a hammer to hit myself on the head with?”

      “I do, but let’s start with a shot of bourbon first, shall we?” Lilac’s smile was wide. She grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels from the rail and added a splash of liquor to the top of my drink. “Hopefully that will settle your stomach.”

      I had my doubts that would ever happen. “Uh-huh.” I slammed the entire glass of iced tea and gestured for more. “Hit me again.”

      “It seems a little bit early,” Lilac hedged.

      “Are you my mother?”

      “No.”

      “Hit me again,” I gritted out. It took everything I had not to explode.

      Lilac looked as if she was going against her better instincts, but she did as instructed. Instead of gulping down this drink, I nursed it as I played with my napkin and stared at the smooth wooden bar.

      “I’m guessing you need to talk about a few things.” Lilac’s expression was sympathetic. “We’ll take it one question at a time. What’s your biggest concern?”

      “Oh, I have so many concerns I don’t know where to start.” That was true. I felt numb, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the alcohol … at least not yet.

      “Start with the first thing that pops into your head.”

      “Okay.” That sounded fair. “Aurora said that witches are low on the population scale here at Moonstone Bay. She also insinuated I’m a witch.”

      “Oh, I forgot you didn’t even know that much.” Lilac rubbed her jaw, her expression rueful. “You know what you need?”

      “A hammer?”

      Lilac waved off my suggestion. “You’re very dramatic. I wasn’t expecting that. May was always calm. Sure, she liked a good scene when she thought someone was bullying someone else – or whenever people bought a dog instead of rescuing one because she thought that was such a waste – but, in general, she was pretty unflappable. You’re the exact opposite.”

      “I’m not dramatic,” I argued. “I’m easygoing.”

      Lilac snorted. “I love that you said that with a straight face. You know I’m an empath, right? That means I can read your emotions. It’s a little gift of mine, along with a few others that aren’t important right now. Even if I couldn’t, though, I would know that was a gross exaggeration.”

      “You’re an empath?” I wasn’t sure what that meant. “Does that mean you can read my mind?”

      “No. I’m not psychic. I can simply read your feelings. I try not to be invasive or anything, but when things are on the surface – like they are with you – it’s hard to avoid taking a peek. Sorry if that offends you.”

      Why would that offend me? I’d just found out my grandmother was a ghost, shark shifters were real, I’m apparently a witch and my new friend Lilac can read people’s emotions. It was a normal day in my world. Seriously. There’s nothing to see here. Move along.

      “Hey, are you listening to me?” Lilac snapped her fingers in my face to force me to focus on the here and now. “Do you feel as if your mind is floating? You might be having a stroke or something. I worried your brain might overload when I sensed how closed off you were to the possibility that things might be shifting for you.”

      “I’m not having a stroke.”

      “That’s good.” Lilac brightened considerably. “Listen, I know this is a lot for you to deal with. We’ll just tackle it one problem at a time. You seem obsessed with the shark shifters. You really shouldn’t worry about them. They’ve had a good run and they always find a way to survive. I doubt very much this will be any different.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a relief.”

      Lilac ignored my sarcasm. “I know, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “As for the witch stuff, have you been to the lighthouse’s third floor yet?” Lilac was sympathetic, but also serious. “A lot of the answers you’re looking for are up there. I got the feeling when we were together yesterday that you hadn’t made it up to the observatory yet so I decided to let it go until later. I figured you would come for me when you had questions. I simply didn’t think it would be this soon … or consist of these questions.”

      “The observatory?” I knit my eyebrows. “I thought the third floor was where the light comes from.”

      “Have you even been up there?” Lilac’s eyebrows shot toward her hairline. “How can you live in a place and not look at every floor before going to sleep? I’d be so worried that a vampire was living in the attic that I wouldn’t be able to relax.”

      I stilled. “Vampire?”

      “We have a few, but they’re kind of nutters,” Lilac explained, mistaking my question for curiosity rather than horrified fear. “An island isn’t a great place for a vampire. Only the crazy ones want to stay for more than a week at a time. To be fair, we get quite a few on the vacation circuit.”

      Huh. I never considered that. “Is that why your bar is always dead in the afternoon?”

      “I wasn’t lying about Mondays and Tuesdays being slow periods. Things will pick up when this afternoon’s flight arrives around three.”

      “Okay, but … vampires? Really?”

      Lilac nodded. “Yes, but they’re not so bad. Forget everything you’ve ever seen in the movies. None of it is even remotely real.”

      “So they don’t glow really pretty during daylight and moon over taciturn teenagers for no apparent reason?”

      “Oh, that’s true.”

      I stilled. “Seriously?” I felt sick to my stomach. “They glow in the sun?”

      Lilac snorted, her serious expression slipping. “You have got to learn to develop a sense of humor,” she chided. “Life is not a travesty like you seem to believe. I know most of this stuff is hard for you to absorb, but in a few weeks you’ll understand everything and it won’t seem like such a big deal.”

      I seriously doubted that. “Vampires?” My voice went squeaky.

      “Don’t worry about them.” Lilac wagged her head. “Vampires aren’t nearly as bad as you think.”

      “Well, that makes me feel so much better.” I sucked down a gulp of my drink. “So you think vampires … and shifters … and witches … and probably a hundred other things … are real.” That was a lot to wrap my head around.

      “I take it you don’t.” Lilac’s expression took on a kindly edge. “I know this is a lot for you, Hadley, but I swear it’s going to be okay. You’re only seeing the bad right now. There’re a lot of good things that go along with an island like ours.”

      “Oh, really? Like what?”

      “Like every Day of the Dead celebration involves a Mexican food extravaganza.”

      “That certainly seems worth all the aggravation.”

      “Hey, don’t knock the margaritas.” Lilac wagged a chiding finger. “There’s nothing better than a pineapple margarita with a little coconut splash to liven things up.”

      That actually did sound delicious. Maybe I should switch drinks. I shook my head to slough off the distraction. “I don’t understand any of this. I mean … it doesn’t make sense. Why would my grandmother live here?”

      “I’m not sure I’m the one who should answer that.”

      “Who do you think should?”

      “Your grandmother.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean she’s gone.”

      I pressed the tip of my tongue to the back of my teeth as I debated how far I should push this conversation. Finally, I did the only thing I could do. “If I tell you something, do you promise not to tell anyone else?”

      Lilac immediately started shaking her head, taking me by surprise.

      “No?”

      “No,” Lilac confirmed. “I have a huge mouth and I gossip when I’m drunk. I’ve already proven I like my margaritas, so all I can promise is to do my best. Besides, whatever you’re about to tell me I probably already know. In fact, odds are that everyone on the island knows. They simply haven’t told you yet.”

      That sounded annoying. “I’ll bet that what I’m about to tell you will come as a surprise.” At least to a sane person.

      “Go for it.”

      “Okay.” I leaned forward, casting a cursory glance over my shoulder to make sure we were still alone, and lowered my voice to a conspiratorial tone. “Last night, I woke up in the middle of the night to find my dead grandmother was in my kitchen. She was unloading the dishwasher.”

      “Oh, that was quick.” Lilac looked excited rather than surprised.

      “Quick?”

      Lilac nodded. “Usually it takes several weeks for a newbie to see a spirit. You need to be prepared and stuff, because otherwise it could overload your circuits. You must be really strong. What kind of spells can you cast?”

      That was the last question I expected. “Spells?”

      “Yeah. Curses, spells, group chants. Are you good with your hands or better with words?”

      None of these questions made a lick of sense. “I’ve never cast a spell,” I gritted out, hoping I came off as confused instead of suspicious. “I’ve had a few spells, but they usually accompany PMS.”

      “Oh, honey, I hear that.” Lilac’s smile was warm and earnest. “Still, I don’t understand. Given your lineage, you should be all kinds of powerful.”

      I gripped my drink glass tightly as I tamped down my irritation. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “And I don’t entirely either,” Lilac admitted. “I know a little bit about May’s family – she used to love to tell a good story – but I don’t know the specifics, and I’m worried about telling you something that I remember wrong.”

      “And yet you seem to know a lot more than me,” I argued. “I know nothing.”

      “What did May say to you last night?”

      “That she made a mistake when my mother announced she was marrying my father. She said she put distance between them because she thought Mom would change her mind and do something else … or come back. I’m not quite sure what she expected to happen.”

      “Okay, I guess that makes sense,” Lilac rubbed the back of her neck as she shifted from one foot to the other. “May never talked about her daughter very often. You could tell there was a lot of guilt there. I guess that’s why we didn’t realize she was dead as long as she was. At a certain point I became aware that Emma died, but I thought it was something that happened fairly recently.”

      “She said that my mother called when she was in labor because she was afraid.” It took everything I had not to choke out the words. “She said that she believed my mother realized something bad was about to happen and that she asked May to give me a normal life.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh? That’s all you can say?”

      Lilac held up her hands and shrugged. “I’m not sure what to say. Everyone’s family is different. Perhaps your mother thought she knew something that your grandmother couldn’t grasp. Staying away from you doesn’t sound like something May would do.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to admit my father’s part in all of this, so I decided to skirt the issue. “Apparently she had some sort of fight with my father. That was all vague. She didn’t have a lot of time. She said she was still getting used to controlling her visits.”

      “That’s true.” Lilac brightened. “She should get stronger the longer she stays.”

      “I guess that’s a good thing.”

      “It’s a great thing,” Lilac enthused. “Trust me. I’ve been looking forward to May’s return. Everyone has. We didn’t think she was back yet.”

      That made absolutely no sense. “You knew she would come back?”

      “Everyone on the island comes back after … well, after.”

      “Everyone who lives on the island comes back as a ghost when they die?” I was horrified. “What about Heaven?”

      “I think the people who live on Moonstone Bay think the island is Heaven.”

      I’d heard a lot of crap in my life, but that was at the head of the bathroom line. “Is that why no one is allowed in the cemetery after dark? Is it full of ghosts?”

      “No, the cemetery is something else.” Lilac was back to being evasive. “Go back to your conversation with May. Did she tell you what kind of magic manifestations you should start expecting?”

      “I … no.” What did that mean? I was being buried under weird questions and fear. I didn’t like it. “What do you mean?”

      “Now that you’re in Moonstone Bay, now that you’re on the island and in your ancestral home, you should start manifesting magic,” Lilac explained. She was calm, as if this was the most normal conversation in the world. “The island should anchor your powers. That’s how it works.”

      “Does that mean my mother didn’t have powers when she was off the island?”

      Lilac shrugged. “I’m not familiar with how it works with witches. My powers still work on the mainland.”

      “Your powers to read people’s emotions?”

      Lilac shook her head. “All of my powers.”

      “You have more powers?” That was it. I couldn’t take it any longer. I practically screeched the question, and when I did the glass in my hand exploded, the glass flying in a hundred different directions as a brief flame erupted before fizzling out. One of the small shards zipped past my cheek, cutting me deep enough that I felt it. “What the … ?”

      Instead of being upset or yelling about the broken glass, Lilac clapped. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Good job!”

      Yeah. Good job. I just exploded a glass with my mind and I was being congratulated. What could possibly be wrong with that?
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      I walked around Moonstone Bay for most of the day. Only a quarter of that time was on the main drag. After the fourth time someone I’d never laid eyes on called out my name and wanted to stop for a chat I beat a hasty retreat to the side streets.

      I don’t know what I expected. Lilac said everyone in Moonstone Bay suffered from a shared delusion. I thought the houses would be dark and dreary, cobwebs in the corners and orange twinkle lights on every eave.

      They looked normal. In fact, they looked friendly and inviting.

      I really hated that.

      I didn’t recognize the side street I was on when my phone dinged in my pocket. I frantically dug for it, letting loose a relieved sigh when my father’s number popped up on the screen. I’d called him the moment I left Lilac’s bar – the urge to talk to someone who wasn’t crazy so overwhelming I almost curled into a ball and cried when he didn’t answer – but I managed to hold it together long enough to leave a message.

      I picked up on the second ring. “Dad?”

      “Hello, sweetheart.” Dad’s voice was warm and booming. Even though I was in the middle of a mental breakdown it soothed me. “How are the new digs? I expected to hear from you when you landed, but all I got was a text.”

      “You’re still number one with the guilt trip, Dad,” I said dryly, slowing my pace and clutching my bottle of water with my free hand. I remembered my tour the previous day well enough to stock up on water before setting out. “I’ve been busy.”

      “I’ll bet. How’s the new house?”

      “It’s … unique.” That was putting it mildly. “It’s actually fairly nice, but it needs some work. I’m still sorting through things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      It was an innocent question on its face, but I couldn’t help being suspicious. “Well, the house is full of old clothes and shoes,” I started. “It has a big library, too. It’s on the third floor and there’s a bunch of weird stuff.”

      “Like romance novels?”

      “Ha, ha. You’re always the comedian.”

      I could practically see my father’s smile through the phone. “There’s nothing wrong with romance novels. I know you’re partial to them yourself.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that Outlander is not a romance novel? It’s historical fiction.”

      “With a big, naked Scot,” Dad said. “I’ve seen the television show. I know what the story is about.”

      “Whatever,” I grumbled, rolling my neck until it cracked. “It’s not romance novels.” I really had no idea what was on the third floor – although I had every intention of checking once I got up the gumption to return to the lighthouse – but Dad didn’t know that. “It’s witch books.”

      “Witch books?” Dad’s voice was hard to read. “Like spell books?”

      “Yes. There’re also witch history books and … um … wand books.” Witches use wands, right? “Apparently May Potter fancied herself a witch.”

      Instead of being appropriately appalled, Dad barked out a laugh. “Was she still doing that? I knew that was one of her things, but I was under the impression she gave that up at a certain point. You would think it would lose some of its appeal once you hit sixty, wouldn’t you?”

      That was so not what I was expecting. “You knew?”

      “Well, I knew what your mother told me,” Dad clarified. “I didn’t know your grandmother very well. I’d only met her a few times.”

      “She told me.”

      “What?”

      I realized I wasn’t far gone enough to admit to my father that my dead grandmother stopped by for a conversation in the middle of the night. He’d be on the first flight with a doctor in tow if I did. Things were bad enough without that.

      “Nothing,” I said hurriedly, shaking my head. “I was just talking to myself.”

      “I should be used to that.” Dad was back to being happy. “Tell me about the people you’ve met.”

      Well, one claims to be an empath, while another is a really hot sheriff who only introduced himself because a dead body washed up on my beach. He then told me that my grandmother was poisoned and that was before a naked woman decided to have a really weird conversation with me over my morning coffee. “They seem fairly normal.”

      “Really?” Dad sounded surprised. “I would’ve thought island folk were a wee bit different. That’s how your mother always made it sound.”

      Right. Mom would’ve told him stories about Moonstone Bay. What did he know? “Did Mom ever talk about Grandma’s belief that she was a witch?”

      “She did.” Dad’s voice became wary. “She said your grandmother had a very distinct belief system and that she refused to believe anything to the contrary – even if what she believed was absolute nonsense.”

      “Is that how Mom termed it or did you add the embellishments?”

      I wasn’t used to questioning my father in this manner, but I figured if I wasn’t firm he would skirt around the issue and I’d be right back where I started.

      “What’s going on, Hadley?”

      “What do you think is going on?”

      “I think you’re already homesick but don’t want to admit it,” Dad replied. “There’s no reason to stay there. I know you wanted an adventure – and to prove that you’re strong and brave – but there’s no reason to stay there when you want to come home.”

      Of course he would see things that way. “Dad, I’m not saying I’m never going to come home. Right now, though, it’s not going to happen. I’m happy here.”

      “You don’t sound happy.”

      “It’s more that I’m baffled.”

      “And what is baffling you?”

      There was no way around it. I would have to ask the obvious question. “Was Mom a witch?”

      He didn’t sound offended by the question, merely resigned. “She said she was.”

      “Did you believe her?”

      “I believed that she believed it.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer.”

      “I’m not sure how you want me to answer it, Hadley,” Dad said. “Your mother thought she was a witch. She left all that behind when we got married. She wanted to be normal – so she was.”

      “You say it like it’s a choice.”

      “Isn’t it? Your grandmother chose to believe weird things and she passed that belief system on to your mother. Your mother realized there was a much bigger world than Moonstone Bay when she left to attend college. She didn’t want to go back to the weirdness, so we built our life in the real world.”

      “And cut out May Potter.”

      “I guess, from her perspective, that would’ve been a fair conclusion,” Dad conceded. “From my perspective we were doing what was best for us. We wanted a normal life.”

      Nothing was that simple. Dad was so literal he wasn’t capable of understanding. “What about after Mom died?”

      “After your mother died I was in charge and there was no way I was going to introduce you to that … stuff.”

      “Not that.” I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “What about when May Potter contacted you after Mom died? She wanted to see me, right? Why didn’t you let her?”

      I didn’t miss the hitch in Dad’s breathing. For the first time he was truly uncomfortable with the turn in the conversation. “Who told you that?”

      My dead grandmother. Wait, I couldn’t admit that. “She wrote it in her diary.”

      “Well, she did contact me and wanted to see you,” Dad confirmed, choosing his words carefully. “You were about seven at the time. I said you were too young … and I stand by that. She tried again when you were fourteen, but I still thought you were too young.”

      “What about when I was an adult?”

      “She called and wanted your number, but I didn’t think it was a good idea to give to her.”

      That’s what I was afraid of. Anger coursed through me as I fought to rein in my fury. “Why would you do that? I was an adult. I should have been able to make my own decisions.”

      “You might’ve been an adult, Hadley, but you’ll always be my child,” Dad argued. “I loved your mother, but I’m not going to lie. She did some strange things. I was young enough not to see her quirks for what they were.”

      “And what were they?”

      “Mental illness.”

      The simple answer was like a punch in the stomach. “I see.”

      “Hadley, I loved your mother and I always will,” Dad said. “I’m not sorry I kept May Potter out of your life. The woman was unbalanced. I didn’t want to tell you about her at all, but I thought that taking your inheritance away from you was somehow unfair.”

      I knew better than that. “No, you realized that if anyone ever found out you could lose your law license,” I corrected, bitterness coming out to play. “I’m not an idiot. I know how it works.”

      “That’s neither here nor there.”

      “Oh, but it is.” I shook my head in an effort to regain control of my emotions. I was about to fly off the handle, and that wouldn’t be good for anyone. “I know why you did it. But it doesn’t matter now.”

      “Hadley, come home.”

      I made up my mind on the spot, even though part of me vehemently argued against it. “I am home. I’ll call you in a few days and we’ll talk again. I need some time to … absorb … all of this.”

      “Hadley!”

      I didn’t wait to listen to the rest of his excuses. I ended the call and slid the phone in my pocket, briefly pressing my eyes shut before my emotions settled enough to allow me to start moving again.

      After that I walked.

      And walked.

      And walked.

      

      DARKNESS CREPT up on me and before I realized it I’d walked away most of the day. I was angry with myself, not just for losing an entire day’s worth of work but also for being afraid to return to my own home.

      It was my home now. Whether it would be a month from now was anyone’s guess, but for now it was mine.

      I was turned around a bit, although I could see the lighthouse in the sky and knew which way to point myself. After walking another block and turning onto another side street I began recognizing some of the landmarks. The one that caught my attention was the ridiculously tall cemetery wall.

      I knew it was a mistake to head in that direction, especially because almost all traces of light had fled the sky. That didn’t stop me. The cemetery was a curiosity, after all. Despite the fact that everyone in Moonstone Bay showed signs of clinical delusions on a grand scale, I couldn’t help but believe that the cemetery warnings were part of the show. If they branded themselves as a paranormal destination – I mean, who does that? – the cemetery threats had to be part of it.

      That was the only thing that made sense, right?

      Right?

      The cemetery gate was chained, a huge padlock holding it in place. That didn’t stop me from yanking on it. I knew it wouldn’t give, but I figured I was due for a shot of luck. I didn’t get it, but I did notice that the gate creaked open and allowed a small bit of space between the two doors. Thanks to the chain it wasn’t enough of a gap for me to slip inside, but if I laid on the ground and peered through the opening I could see inside.

      It looked like a normal cemetery. Some of the tombstones were ornate and somewhat garish, but it was merely a cemetery. It was quiet, peaceful and … huh, is something moving around in there?

      I squinted to get a better look, but the hint of movement I swore I saw only seconds before was gone. I edged closer and looked harder, tilting my head to the side. I heard the obvious sounds of groaning.

      “What the … ?”

      It seemed like I was asking that exact question every five minutes since landing, but there was a very obvious reason. In fact … yup, there were people in the cemetery. They were shuffling and moaning. They appeared to be multiplying, too. Where were they coming from?

      I jerked back when a gray face appeared in the opening, the creature – which looked humanoid – letting loose an unearthly screech in my face. I scrambled back when a hand snaked through the opening, the moans increasing. I didn’t stop until I smacked into something hard, my heart jolting as I leaned my head back and looked up.

      There he stood. Galen Blackwood. His hands were on his hips and there was a very obvious scowl on his lips.

      “Oh, hey.” I found my voice, but just barely. “I got lost on my way home.”

      “I see that.” Galen’s tone was firm as he leaned over and grabbed beneath my armpits. He tugged me to a standing position, dusting off my rear end before realizing that probably was a bit invasive. “Sorry.”

      It was dark, but I swear I could almost see his cheeks flushing with color.

      “Don’t mention it,” I gritted out, flicking my eyes to the cemetery gate when the chain rattled. “Did you know you have zombies in the cemetery?” It was an absolutely stupid question, but I could think of no other word to describe the creatures locked inside.

      “I’m well aware,” Galen said. “Five years ago the Day of the Dead party got out of hand and someone cast a spell, so they rise every night. There’s nothing we can do about it, mostly because we have no idea who cast the spell or why.”

      “A spell, huh?” Of course it was a spell. “There’s been a lot of talk about spells today.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Galen’s expression was hard to read, but I was fairly certain he was trying to be sympathetic. “Lilac called because she was worried about you. She wanted me to check, but you weren’t home.”

      “I decided to take a walk.”

      “By yourself? No one has seen you since this afternoon.”

      “I didn’t realize I needed a babysitter.” I folded my arms over my chest. “By the way, I don’t need a babysitter. I’m just … getting used to things.”

      “It’s a lot to get used to.”

      “Oh, no.” I curled my lip into a haughty sneer. “Most communities have zombies locked in their cemeteries.”

      Galen shrugged. “The zombies aren’t a problem. I mean, they were a problem that first night when they were running all over, but we rounded them up and had the problem fixed after that.”

      “So you just live with zombies wandering around the island?”

      “They don’t wander around. We locked them in the cemetery. It’s fine.”

      “Why not chop off their heads or shoot them or something so they don’t rise again? That’s what they do on television and in movies.”

      “That hardly seems fair,” Galen countered. “Why destroy them when incarceration works just as well?”

      “I … don’t … know.” That was a fair question. “I’m guessing you’re against the death penalty, huh?”

      “Actually I’m for the death penalty under the right circumstances,” Galen clarified. “As for this … these aren’t the right circumstances. We’re still hoping to reverse the spell one day. We don’t want to destroy the bodies because they were loved ones of many Moonstone Bay residents.”

      “I never considered that.” I rubbed my chin as the zombie astonishment wore off. “So zombies are real.”

      “I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” Galen was contrite. “We wanted to ease you into things.”

      “Yeah. You had a meeting and everything. Lilac told me.”

      “We didn’t want to frighten you, but there was a lot you needed to be aware of,” Galen supplied. “There still is. You’re on the verge of being overwhelmed. But we need to talk.”

      What could he possibly want to talk about now? “If you tell me mummies are real, too, I’ll be on the next flight out of here.”

      “You only have to worry about mummies in arid climates. They deteriorate in high humidity.”

      Great. That made things so much better. “I need to go home and … drink or something.”

      Galen extended his arm and pointed toward the sidewalk. “I’ll walk you back.”

      “I can find my own way.”

      “I said we needed to talk.”

      Well, the hits just keep on coming. “Oh, well, by all means … you should definitely lead the way.”
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      “Nice night, huh?”

      Galen dropped the bomb about us needing to talk and then immediately zipped his lips as we trudged in the direction of the lighthouse. He seemed to know where we were going – which side streets to take to cut down on our trek – but otherwise he was nothing but a big, uncomfortable presence walking to my right.

      “Yes, it’s lovely,” I drawled. “It’s a beautiful night to discover zombies in the cemetery.”

      “It’s always a nice night for that.”

      I slid a sidelong look in Galen’s direction and found him grinning. “You have an odd sense of humor.”

      “You’re not the first person to say so.” Galen’s smile ebbed as he stared up at the sky. “You’ve had a busy day. I’m guessing you have some questions.”

      “I do have questions,” I confirmed. “I’m not sure you can answer them. You answered the obvious zombie question, which is nice, but I doubt you have any particular knowledge on shark shifters and witches.”

      “I’m knowledgeable on both. Which one are you more concerned about?”

      “Just a hint, it’s not shark shifters.”

      “That’s good. They’re like unicorns. The odds of ever seeing one are slim. I keep hoping I will one day because Jaws is the best movie ever, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Jaws wasn’t a real shark.”

      “If that’s your story.”

      Wait … no way. “Are you saying that the Jaws shark was really a shifter?”

      “Why else do you think it was so strong?”

      “It was a movie.”

      “Some movies are autobiographical.”

      “I think you’re suggesting that Steven Spielberg is a shark shifter. Also, that movie was a book first.”

      “I have no proof of that, but there are always rumors regarding Hollywood folks.”

      Oh, now he was just messing with me. “I’m really not obsessed with shark shifters. It’s just something that keeps surfacing.”

      “You brought it up.”

      I bit back a sigh. “Fine. It’s something I accidentally keep bringing up.”

      “Which means the witch part is what has you walking in unbearable heat for an entire day,” Galen noted. “I thought you knew right up until the moment you said you’d never met May and your mother died while giving birth. That’s when I realized you didn’t know. I didn’t know what to say to you.”

      “So you didn’t say anything.”

      “Would you have preferred that I blurt it out? I’m not great with the soothing.”

      “You don’t seem terrible at it,” I countered. “As for the witch stuff … I don’t believe it’s true. Or, well, I don’t believe it’s true for me. If it is a thing – and I’m not saying it is, just for the record – I believe it skipped me.”

      Galen arched a dubious eyebrow. “I see. Why do you believe that?”

      “Witches have magic, right?”

      “Yes. If they’re born into the craft, they have magic.”

      “Well, I don’t. That means I’m not a witch. My genes must be faulty.”

      “Uh-huh.” Galen didn’t sound convinced. “Didn’t you explode a glass earlier today using nothing but the power of your mind?”

      That was the most ludicrous question I’d ever heard. “No. Lilac caught me off guard when she said something and I squeezed the glass so hard it broke.”

      “And that’s how you got the scratch on your cheek, right?” Galen slid a finger over to swipe at the mark. It didn’t hurt and I’d almost forgotten about it. “So, if I’m understanding things correctly, you believe you can turn into the Hulk, but being a witch is out of the question. Am I close?”

      The Hulk? He had to be joking. “The Hulk is not real. Wait … are you going to tell me he’s a shifter?”

      “It’s not out of the realm of possibility, but I don’t believe so,” Galen replied. “That’s not what I’m getting at. You seem to think you suddenly found the strength to break a glass with an errant squeeze, yet being a witch is unbelievable.”

      “It is.”

      “I’ll bet you thought zombies weren’t real until tonight, too.”

      He wasn’t wrong, still … I couldn’t let him win the argument. That’s not how I roll. “I believed in zombies before tonight. That’s how I always imagined the people who actually take time to watch the Kardashians on television manage to get through the ridiculous nature of the show.”

      “Speaking of paranormal creatures.”

      Despite myself, he managed to pique my interest. “I’m sorry, but are you serious?”

      Galen kept a straight face for an extended period of time, but finally couldn’t stop himself from cracking a smile. “I have no idea. I’m willing to bet they’re something – maybe even something evil – but I have no knowledge of that.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a relief. I thought you were going to tell me they were vampires or something.”

      “Not with how tan they are.”

      “Good point.”

      We lapsed into amiable silence again. I was the first to break it when we reached the lighthouse’s driveway. “May Potter popped up in my kitchen last night.”

      “That was quick.”

      Good grief. He was expecting it, too. What is it with these people? “You knew she would come.”

      “I had a feeling she would,” Galen clarified. “She was a good woman who left before her time. That usually means returning until business is done or the island releases her.”

      “And what business do you think she has? Is this about finding her killer because she didn’t know she was poisoned?”

      “No, I don’t think it’s about finding who killed her. Don’t get me wrong, I think that she wants to know who did the deed, but I don’t think that’s why she’s back. I fully expected her to pop up. I thought it might take a few weeks longer. She must’ve tied her return to your arrival.”

      “And why would she do that?”

      “Because you’re her unfinished business.” Galen answered without hesitation. “I know that you’re dealing with a lot and you don’t want to believe that any of this is real. You probably think if you go upstairs right now and climb into bed that you’ll be able to sleep until morning and when you wake up this will have been nothing but a dream.”

      “Nightmare,” I corrected. “It will have been a really weird nightmare.”

      “That’s not what’s going to happen.”

      “And yet it’s what I’m hoping for.” I stopped in front of the main door to dig for my keys. “You said you had something you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Well, for starters, you need to stay out of the cemetery.”

      “I figured that out myself.”

      “Other than that, I want you to know that we confirmed that Bonnie Wakefield died of poisoning. It was the same poison we found in May’s system.”

      “Which means you really do have a serial killer,” I mused, part of me surprised he wanted to talk about the mundane when we had so much of the magical hanging over our heads.

      “We do.” Galen nodded. “You need to be careful.”

      “You said you had three elderly women who died,” I reminded him. “I’m not elderly.”

      “No, but you still make an appealing target because you don’t know what’s going on in Moonstone Bay. You’re powerful, but you don’t realize it yet. You’re not ready to embrace it. That’s fine, by the way. No one wants to rush you.”

      “Rush me to do what?”

      “Join the community.”

      “Haven’t I already done that?”

      “You’ve taken certain steps, but you’re not part of the community yet,” Galen replied. “I believe you will eventually do that, but you need to come to grips with your past before you can look to the future.”

      That sounded like something he dug up from a fortune cookie. I found it grating. “So … is that all?”

      Galen looked torn, but he nodded as he took a step back. “Lock your doors. If someone approaches you and you’re at all uncomfortable don’t hesitate to call me.”

      “I wish I would’ve thought to do that when the naked woman climbed out of the ocean this morning,” I groused.

      “Aurora is not a danger to you. I’m talking about someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      I sighed as I pinched the bridge of my nose. It had been a long day and I was exhausted. I wanted to put the revelations and frustrations in the rearview mirror and shut out the world for a full eight hours. Heck, ten would be even better.

      “I promise to be careful,” I said after a beat. “Just keep me updated on what you find.”

      “I will.” Galen remained where he was as I opened the door. “If you need to talk … .”

      I cut him off with a shake of my head. “I need some sleep. That’s all I need right now.”

      “I understand that, but all this stuff isn’t going away just because you think it’s a dream,” Galen said. “Tomorrow, you’re still going to be facing the same problems. When that happens and you feel the need to talk, I’ll be around.”

      I didn’t know what to say so I went the lamest route available. This was a dream, after all. It didn’t matter. “Thank you. Goodnight.”

      “Sweet dreams, Hadley.”

      

      MY DREAMS WERE anything but sweet, a hodgepodge of terrifying and confusing images causing me to toss and turn all night. At one point I swear I felt a hand on my forehead and a female voice urging me to settle. I didn’t recognize the voice as belonging to May Potter as much as I felt in my heart it did.

      It seemed she was there all night, though she didn’t wake me, instead watching and whispering as she tried to help me outlast my troubled sleep.

      It will be all right. Don’t fret.

      This is the first day. The others will be better.

      He’s outside watching. You don’t have to worry about someone finding you here.

      You can start learning now. You’re behind, but things will get better. I promise.

      If it’s any consolation, I wish I would’ve done everything differently.

      It wasn’t much of a consolation, and by the time I woke I was a sweaty and tense mess, my hair snarled from all the shifting to get comfortable during the overnight hours. I hopped in the shower, opting for lukewarm water in an effort to shake off the nightmare doldrums. Then, after changing into simple knit shorts and a tank top, I took my coffee to the back patio.

      It wasn’t until I was already settled that I remembered Aurora’s naked visit twenty-four hours earlier. She apparently didn’t want to visit today – which I was thankful for – so I could enjoy my coffee in peace. I reveled in the sun and the sound of the surf before draining my coffee and heading inside.

      I had a lot of work to do. It was time to focus on that rather than … the other stuff.

      It was the other stuff that weighed heavily on me as I climbed the spiral staircase to the third floor. I felt a bit daft for not visiting until now. I thought the third floor – the one where the entire level consisted of a room with a light that was mostly for looks and only fired up when I saw fit because it was no longer necessary for boats coming into the bay – wasn’t important. Apparently I was wrong.

      I’d given the floor a cursory glance the day I moved in, and by that I mean I climbed to the top of the stairs and looked for about thirty seconds before heading back down. All I could see was a huge light and a couple of shelves. It didn’t look like much … and yet, when I gave it a second look given all that I knew I couldn’t understand how I’d missed the truth behind the room.

      The best way to describe the third floor was as an out-of-control library that apparently doubled as a laboratory on special days. The light took up the center of the room, but there was a simple beauty in the light’s design and the way the shelves were spread out, the light enhancing rather than detracting.

      I wasn’t sure what to think when I hit the first shelf, scratching my nose as I perused the leather-bound books that were most certainly considered antiques. I selected a purple tome, pursing my lips as I read the title. Toads, Snails and Other Spell Ingredients That Can Go Bad.

      I’m not sure what I expected – maybe Potions for Beginners or Spells for Dummies – but it certainly wasn’t something so mundane. The idea that toad remains could go wrong and inadvertently hurt a spell was both odd and hilarious. I heaved a sigh as I returned the book to the shelf, moving toward the next shelf and pulling up short when I found a photograph of my mother and father staring back at me.

      I recognized the photograph. It was taken while they were both still in college. They looked fresh-faced and happy. My mother would never have the chance to age to the point where she was anything else, but my father would have time to turn sad and introspective. I ran my fingers over the frame, wistful. Not for the first time I wondered what would’ve happened if my mother had lived. The thought took on new meaning now given what I’d learned – and, yes, I believed it all to be true. I could no longer push it off as a dream.

      If my mother had survived would she have made up with May Potter? Would I have known May as more than my surprising benefactor? Would I have been able to call her “grandmother” without cringing? Would I not have this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach when I thought about my father because he would’ve had no reason to “protect” me throughout my life?

      If my mother survived, would I have known about Moonstone Bay before this? Would I have visited as a child? I knew my father would never move here, which meant my mother wouldn’t have, but would I have known about my potential second home? Would I have been raised with the knowledge of paranormal beings to the point it wouldn’t shock me in the least?

      Heck, would I have met a shark shifter? I didn’t care what anyone said – and I would never admit it to anyone outside of my own head – but that sounded downright cool.

      I returned the photograph to the shelf and moved on to the desk in the back corner of the room. I missed it when I first glanced inside because the huge light cut off the angle of examination. This was clearly where May Potter spent a lot of her time. She had recipe cards scattered about, framed photographs of Moonstone Bay friends, and even a journal sitting in the middle of the desk.

      I sat in the desk chair and played with the cover of the journal, debating whether or not I should read it. Journals were meant to be private, after all. Sure, May Potter was dead, but she most certainly was not gone. That made it somehow more invasive.

      Still, she wanted me to learn, right? That’s what she said. She wanted me to know the truth of her life and what living in Moonstone Bay meant. I couldn’t learn that without some help.

      I sucked in a breath as I flipped open the cover, widening my eyes at a photograph of myself staring back. It was a snapshot, something someone printed on a home printer. I stood next to my father as we smiled and mugged for the camera at my college graduation. I couldn’t remember who took the photograph – I think it was my roommate’s mother – but I remembered the day very well.

      “How did you get this?” I murmured.

      The question would be repeated in my head throughout the day. When I flipped to the next page I found another photograph of me, this one from when I was a baby. Each page had a different photograph of me, and throughout the years May had made notes next to the photographs, her bold and recognizable script describing my age and how much I reminded her of my mother.

      My ears and cheeks burned by the time I was done, my feet feeling light and disconnected from my body as I tried to stand. Instead of forcing myself to be strong and accept everything in the journal, I indulged in a moment of weakness and dropped to my knees.

      It was too much. It was all too much. Even if I could get past the fact that zombies were real and my grandmother thought she was a witch, the fact that she kept tabs on me since my early childhood – I knew now that my father kept her away even more than he wanted to admit – it was all too much.

      I rested the side of my head on my knees, which I drew close to my chest, and did the one thing I hadn’t allowed myself to do since any of this started.

      I wept.

      And I didn’t stop until I couldn’t squeeze out one more tear.

      I wept for the mother I never knew, the grandmother I’d met only after her death and, for some reason, those stupid zombies wandering the cemetery at night. It was all too much and I needed to cry, so that’s exactly what I did.
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      I put a bag of frozen peas over my eyes for ten minutes to reduce the swelling. I had a feeling I might have visitors – that’s apparently the Moonstone Bay way, after all – and I was proved right by the knock on the door shortly before noon.

      I took a moment to glance at my reflection in the wall mirror, my makeup-free face serving as a stark reminder that I’d fallen apart not long before. I combed my fingers through my hair to order it and then headed toward the door.

      I expected to find Lilac or Galen on the other side, maybe even Aurora asking if she could take another naked dip without upsetting me. Instead I found Ned Baxter standing on the front mat, a bright smile on his face.

      “Mr. Baxter.” I wasn’t expecting him, so I wasn’t sure what sort of greeting would be proper given the circumstances. “Do you need something?” I felt a bit slow and stupid. “Was I expecting you?”

      Ned’s smile never wavered. “Not unless you’re psychic.”

      I was fairly certain I wasn’t, but I’d come to the realization that ruling out anything in Moonstone Bay was a bad idea. “So this is just a friendly visit?”

      “Well … .” Ned broke off and shifted from one foot to the other, his discomfort evident. “I heard that you had a rough day yesterday.”

      “You heard?” I should’ve expected that, right? Moonstone Bay was full of gossip and I was the shiniest new gossip generator in town. Of course I was the topic of conversation. Lilac, Aurora and Galen probably used me as a punchline when telling stories at one of the myriad bars. While I was trying to prove to myself that yesterday was a nightmare, they were living in a comedy. That just figured.

      “I heard,” Ned confirmed, nodding. “Can we sit down and talk for a few minutes?”

      It was a simple request, but it rankled me. I gestured toward the front porch, refusing to grant the man entrance into the only place I considered a safe haven. “Let’s talk out here.”

      “Okay.” I doubted that Ned realized why I didn’t invite him inside – he probably figured I was a poor housekeeper on top of everything else – but he took a seat at the small bistro table located at the far corner of the porch without complaint. I knew I should offer him refreshments, but I was in no mood to play hostess.

      “What have you heard about me?” As far as opening gambits go, it wasn’t the friendliest, but the knowledge that gossip was being spread about me set my teeth on edge.

      “I’ve heard that our best laid plans have fallen apart,” Ned replied, not missing a beat. “I understand that you’ve been made aware of Moonstone Bay’s more … um … magical side.”

      That was an understatement. “Yeah, it’s been a busy forty-eight hours,” I confirmed, crossing my arms over my chest as I sat in the chair across from him. My stance was aggressive, but I wasn’t in the mood to care. “What do you want?”

      “I want to make sure you’re okay,” Ned answered, his eyes clear as they roamed my face. “Did you sleep at all?”

      “I slept.”

      “Well?”

      “That wasn’t the original question.”

      Ned chuckled, clearly uncomfortable. “No, it wasn’t. I’m sorry this all went sideways so quickly. The plan was to let you settle in and slowly reveal everything over time.”

      “I’m the sort of person who would rather have all the information from the start rather than to have it arrive in dribs and drabs,” I said. “May I ask why you all thought it would be a good idea to keep me in the dark?”

      “I wasn’t around for that particular decision,” Ned clarified. “If you remember, I didn’t even know about your existence until a few months before May died. I was surprised when she had me draw up the paperwork leaving the lighthouse to you.”

      “It sounds as if she was beloved,” I noted, allowing myself to relax a bit. “You probably didn’t want to consider the fact that she wouldn’t survive.”

      “No, but I didn’t even know Emma had a child. You never visited. May never mentioned you.”

      My mind drifted to the journal upstairs. May Potter might not have mentioned me, but that didn’t mean she didn’t think of me. The realization hurt – and yet it also soothed my frayed nerves in a way that I didn’t think possible only twelve hours earlier. “Yeah, well, I think my father and May didn’t exactly see eye to eye on things.”

      “I see.” Ned steepled his fingers as he rested his elbows on the table. “I know this is a lot to take in. You come from a world where paranormal beings and entities are fiction. Moonstone Bay is the exact opposite. If you’re normal on the island you’re considered odd.”

      That was an interesting way of looking at it. “Are you paranormal?”

      “I have a bit of wendigo in me, but it’s nothing to write home about.”

      I thought about asking the obvious question, but instead made a mental note to Google “wendigo” once I was alone again. That would probably be easier, and make me look like less of an idiot. “Well, that’s nice for you.” Really, what do you say to something like that?

      “My father was full-on wendigo and my mother was a witch,” Ned explained. “I never really got a full dose of either, so I’m more of a half-breed with zero power more than anything else.”

      “You grew up knowing about this stuff. That makes things easier for you.”

      “Yes, and no. Still, you’re clearly dealing with a lot. That’s why I stopped by.”

      “Are you offering to explain things to me?” That seemed to be the offer du jour. “If so, I have to say I’m not in the mood for a lot of explanations right now.”

      “That’s not why I came.” Ned leaned back in his chair, extending his short legs in front of him as he fixed me with a friendly smile. He was the only lawyer I could ever remember meeting who wore a suit coat with knee-length shorts. It was an odd ensemble, to say the least.

      “Why did you come?”

      “I figured this might be too much for you,” Ned said. “This isn’t your world, and I know you’re probably wondering how you’ll fit in once the dust settles. My guess is you only came in the first place because of the will’s stipulation that you live here to receive your inheritance.”

      Was that true? I’d like to think I’m bigger than that, but it wasn’t untrue. The inheritance motivated me – yes, I feel small because of it – but I was also prodded into action by the thought of learning more about my mother’s family. “I moved here for a variety of reasons. I’d be lying if I said the inheritance wasn’t part of it.”

      “And no one blames you for that,” Ned supplied. “I think most people would’ve done the same in your circumstances.”

      I believed that, too. Strangely enough, though, that didn’t make me feel better. “Yeah, well, the entire thing is a bit messed up. I’m still trying to sort it out.”

      “You look as if you’re suffering because of it,” Ned noted, scanning my face once more. “The thing is, I don’t think May would’ve done this if she realized how much you’d be hurt in the process. Even though she didn’t mention you until shortly before her passing, I think she cared about you. Er, well, I think she at least cared about the idea of you.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “I’m saying that you don’t have to stay here to claim your inheritance,” Ned explained. “Well, at least your full inheritance. I’ve been giving it some thought, and I don’t want to see the lighthouse fall into disarray. It’s very important to the island’s financial longevity.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “I’m sorry, but … um … .”

      Ned held up his hands in a placating manner. “I apologize. I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s just, well, the lighthouse is a tourist destination and the beach behind it is very important. May was dedicated to keeping up the building and the land.”

      “I understand that.”

      “You’re in a unique position,” Ned explained. “You came for the inheritance, and now you’re foundering under the weight of Moonstone Bay’s unique brand of truth.”

      “I wouldn’t use the word foundering,” I replied.

      Ned barreled forward as if he hadn’t heard me. “You don’t want to stay. Under the terms of May’s will, you would have to if you wanted to claim your inheritance. I’m willing to buy the lighthouse from you so that’s no longer an issue.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, though I had no idea what. No sound would come out. The offer was generous and something to consider, but I was nowhere near competent enough to make that decision right now.

      I couldn’t decide how I wanted to answer without offending Ned. Luckily I didn’t have to figure a way out, because Galen popped up on the side of the porch before I had a chance.

      “You want to buy the lighthouse?”

      I jumped at the sound of his voice, clutching at the spot above my heart as I made a small gasp. “Where did you come from?”

      “I was walking the beach to make sure we didn’t have another problem,” Galen replied, never moving his eyes from Ned’s face. “I heard your voice and wanted to check on you. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      Well, that made no sense. If he didn’t realize I had company, who did he think I was talking to? Wait, don’t answer that.

      “I was just discussing a few things with Ms. Hunter.” Ned’s smile never slipped, but he seemed surprised by Galen’s sudden appearance. It was obvious that he was uncomfortable. “I heard through the grapevine that she had a spot of trouble yesterday and I wanted to make things easier for her.”

      “By buying the lighthouse?” Galen narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think that’s a good idea at the present time.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask you,” Ned pointed out, something unsaid passing between the two men. “Ms. Hunter owns the property. Last time I checked, your name wasn’t on the deed.”

      “Which means I don’t have a shark in this race.”

      Hmm. I tapped my bottom lip as I ran the sentence through my head. “Do sharks really race or is this about shark shifters again? I know you think I’m constantly bringing it up but that’s really not the case.”

      For the first time since arriving, Galen cracked a smile as he walked around the porch railing and flopped in the open chair separating Ned from me. He looked to be making himself at home, although I could sense the tension coiling in his body.

      “I wasn’t trying to do anything illegal,” Ned stressed. “I’m not trying to scam her. I would pay fair market value for the property. She’s afraid of this place. All of your intricate plans to ease her into things failed and she’s afraid to be here. I mean … look at her. You could swim in the dark pools under her eyes.”

      Self-conscious, I touched the heavy spots under my eyes and made a face.

      “You look fine,” Galen said, giving my knee a friendly pat. “You just need to catch up on some sleep. It’s not a big deal.”

      Apparently it was a very big deal if I didn’t want to frighten small children with my looks. I kept that to myself. “He really wasn’t doing anything but giving me another option,” I offered, recovering. “He was concerned that I was only staying for the inheritance and wanted to give me another option in case I wanted to leave.”

      Galen shifted his eyebrows so one was higher than the other as he regarded me. “Is that why you’re staying? Is it because of the inheritance?”

      It was a pointed question and I couldn’t help but wonder if I would disappoint him should I answer in a specific way. Of course, I had no idea why I cared about disappointing him.

      “I’m staying – at least for the time being – because there are some things I need to know.” I looked to my lap, where my fingers gripped together as I tried to get a handle on my emotions. “I don’t know what to make of all of this right now, so … I’m just kind of going with the flow.”

      “That’s fine.” Galen moved his hand to my shoulder, the weight warm and calming. “I don’t think anyone should ask more than that of you.” His gaze was pointed when he focused on Ned. “No one wants you to make a decision before you’re ready.”

      “That’s not what I was trying to do,” Ned protested, clearly not missing the fact that Galen was trying to slap him back without causing a scene. “I merely wanted Hadley to know that she has options. She doesn’t have to stay if she doesn’t want to remain.”

      “And she doesn’t have to leave if she wants to stay,” Galen fired back.

      “Do you think I’m trying to force her off the island?”

      Galen and Ned were in their own world where apparently only they could talk. It was almost as if they’d forgotten I was even present.

      “I don’t know what you’re doing,” Galen replied. “We all agreed that pushing Hadley before she was ready to make a decision was a bad idea. I don’t think you should be here going against that decision.”

      Wait a second … . “When did you agree to that?”

      “Last night after I walked you home,” Galen replied. “We had a meeting.”

      Oh, good, another meeting. “With the Downtown Development Authority?” I couldn’t be the only one who found that weird.

      “No, just a meeting of concerned residents,” Galen replied. “It was at Lilac’s bar. She’s afraid that if we pile too much information on you all at once that you’ll crack. I happen to disagree with her assessment, but we decided on a compromise all the same.”

      “Uh-huh.” He clearly didn’t understand that anyone – no matter their intentions – making decisions about what I could and could not handle was insulting. “I’m glad you guys decided everything for me. Whew!” I swiped a hand across my forehead. “It’s so good to know that you’re here to make the hard choices so I don’t have to.”

      Instead of having the grace to look abashed, Galen fixed me with an unreadable look. “That’s not what we were doing. I’m more than willing to discuss what we were actually doing in a few minutes, if that will make you feel better. For now, I need to have a discussion with Ned.”

      “That’s entirely unnecessary,” Ned said, holding up his hands as he stood. “I didn’t come here to cause problems. I honestly thought I was doing a nice thing. I wanted to help Hadley because she appears to be so lost. I don’t want that for anyone.”

      “She’s not lost,” Galen argued. “She’s coping. She’s doing it a heck of a lot better than I think most other people in her situation would.”

      “Wow, that was almost a compliment,” I muttered under my breath.

      Galen ignored the dig. “This is a new situation, and she’s doing remarkably well. I think pressuring her to sell when she doesn’t yet understand everything fully is the wrong way to go.”

      “I wasn’t pressuring her,” Ned snapped. “I was giving her an option that she wasn’t aware she had. I was trying to do right by her.”

      “Why?” Galen knit his eyebrows. “Why do you care about doing right by Hadley?”

      “It’s not Hadley.” Ned’s voice was choked. “It’s May. I always had a soft spot for May because she took me in when I was younger. She kept me for a whole week when my father was on a bender and forgot I was even alive. Did you know that?”

      “No.” Galen looked chastised as he leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t know that. I’m sorry.”

      “I wanted to make sure that Hadley was taken care of to the best of my ability,” Ned said. “I owe May that. I wasn’t trying to pressure her into something she doesn’t want to do. I was merely trying to make sure that she could make whatever choice is best for her.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Galen nodded slowly. “But I think it’s too soon for her to make a decision that will change the course of her life.”

      “I happen to agree.” Ned shuffled toward the steps that led to the driveway. “That doesn’t mean she can’t have all the facts before making her decision.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I would never argue otherwise.”

      “I guess we’re agreed then.”

      “I guess we are.”

      Ned didn’t speak again, instead turning on his heel and fleeing. Galen leaned back in his chair and waited for Ned to climb into his car and leave the driveway. He was quiet until the vehicle disappeared. Then I couldn’t shut him up. “I don’t care what he says. You’re not selling the lighthouse.”

      And just like that he was apparently ready for round two.
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      “Did I say I was going to sell the lighthouse?”

      While part of me was glad Galen took it upon himself to stand up for me, the other part was annoyed that he seemed to fancy himself the alpha dog of my pack. My father raised me to think for myself – okay, I’d just recently found out that he made a few decisions for me without my knowledge, too, but that was hardly important at present – so I didn’t need a guy I’d met three days ago telling me what I should and shouldn’t do.

      Galen didn’t break eye contact as he shrugged. “No, but I want to make sure you’re not thinking about doing just that.”

      “Why?”

      “You belong here.”

      His answer was so simple it should’ve been easy to ignore. Instead, it only infuriated me more. “You don’t even know me. How do you know where I belong?”

      “I saw it on your face last night,” Galen replied, unruffled by my tone. “You were shocked to find out we keep zombies in the cemetery, but you were also excited. You weren’t afraid of them. You didn’t scream and run. In fact, you wanted to see more. By the way, when you want to get a better look there’s a viewing window on the far side of the cemetery. People go there quite often to get a look at their loved ones.”

      That was so beyond anything I expected. “You have a viewing window?”

      “Of course. We can’t risk people trying to open the gate and getting infected.”

      “Oh, well, great.” I shook my head as I lifted my eyes to the sky. “This place is just plain weird. You know that, right?”

      “Weird is a state of mind,” Galen replied, blasé. “I find it weird to live in a city where people are shooting each other across the highway.”

      “I didn’t come from a city like that.”

      “I thought you lived in Detroit.”

      “I lived in a suburb of Detroit,” I corrected. “It’s not the same. Even taking that into consideration, it’s not as if you have to wear a bulletproof vest while walking down Woodward in Detroit. Sure, there’s violence, but it’s not like a war zone or anything.”

      “Oh, well … .” Galen broke off, unsure.

      “That would be a stereotype you were laboring under.” I decided to take the offensive. “Kind of like when you ordered me not to sell the lighthouse even though it’s not currently a consideration.”

      “It’s not?” Galen scratched the back of his neck, his smile rueful. “I guess I did jump the gun a bit.”

      “You think?”

      “It’s just … I don’t want anyone taking advantage of you right now.” Galen adjusted his tone and tack. “You’re vulnerable.”

      “Because I’m a girl?”

      “Because you’re dealing with a lot of stuff you didn’t know existed,” he corrected. “Hadley, I’m not saying you’re weak. In fact, from everything I’ve managed to glean about you, you’re the exact opposite. This is still more than any one person should have to deal with.”

      “Is that why you keep having meetings about me behind my back?”

      Galen shrugged, seemingly unbothered. “It wasn’t meant as an attack. We’re not mean people.”

      “You have a serial killer.”

      “Point taken. There are bad apples in every bunch, though. In general, we’re a close-knit community that tries to help. That’s all I was trying to do.”

      My eyebrows flew up my forehead. “You called the meeting?”

      “No, Lilac called the meeting and then proceeded to get into an argument with Aurora when they disagreed about how to handle things,” Galen corrected. “For the record, they pretty much hate each other. Okay, hate might be a strong word. They dislike each other with claws at times.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Aurora likes to get naked and doesn’t care who she does it in front of.”

      Yeah, I’d seen that for myself. It was definitely an uncomfortable situation. That didn’t mean I hated her. More that I wished temporary blindness was a real thing. “And what did you argue during this meeting?”

      “That you’ll be fine and can take whatever we throw at you,” Galen replied. “I think you’re more open to this stuff than you realize.”

      “Paranormal stuff?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I’m not so sure.” I licked my lips as I readjusted on my chair. “I went to bed last night convinced that I would wake up and find all this had been a dream. I thought maybe I would even wake up in my old bed and discover that the will never existed.”

      “Would that have made you happy?”

      It was an interesting question. “I don’t know. That’s what I need to figure out for myself, right?”

      “It is.”

      “I’m not ready to make a decision either way,” I supplied. “It’s a lot to take in, but I don’t want to make a kneejerk decision that I can’t ever take back.”

      “I think that’s very pragmatic.”

      “That’s my middle name.”

      Galen cocked an amused eyebrow. “Hadley Pragmatic Hunter. It has a nice ring to it. What’s your real middle name?”

      “May.”

      Galen stilled, his expressive eyes clouding with something I couldn’t quite identify. “How did you end up with that for your middle name? Didn’t your father name you?”

      “Yes, but apparently he and Mom decided on a name before I was born and he didn’t want to change it. He said it was her last wish, so … there you have it.”

      “I guess.” Galen rubbed his hand over his strong jaw. “It’s something that ties you to May. That’s probably difficult for you, huh?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I finally went up to the third floor this morning.”

      “You hadn’t visited before?”

      “No. Do you know what’s up there?”

      “Spell books. A desk. A lot of photographs.”

      “Do you know what else?”

      “Is that a trick question?” Galen had an unerring ability to remain calm whatever the circumstances. I admired that about him. I also found it an irritating trait.

      “It’s not a trick question. It’s just … there was a journal on the desk. It was right in plain view. I felt guilty about opening it because those were May’s private thoughts, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Even though I know she’s apparently hanging around and might not like it, well, I looked anyway.”

      “And what did you find?”

      “Me.”

      Galen pursed his lips. “Do you want to be more specific?”

      “She had hundreds of photographs of me while I was growing up,” I replied. “I don’t know how she got them. I’d never seen most of them. They weren’t from my father’s collection or anything. She wrote little messages next to them.”

      “What did the messages say?” Galen appeared legitimately curious.

      “Usually my age and what I was doing in the photo. Sometimes she wrote little comments like she was sorry she missed my high school graduation or she wished I’d done something different with my hair for the prom.”

      Galen snorted, seemingly amused. “That sounds like May.”

      “The thing is, seeing all of that made me realize that she wanted contact with me.” My stomach twisted as I worked to maintain control of my emotions. The last thing I needed was another crying jag. “I talked to my father last night. He said she only contacted him a few times. He said he shut her down when I was younger because he didn’t want to confuse me.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “You would make a fabulous therapist. Has anyone ever told you that? That’s exactly the question a therapist would ask.”

      “You can pay me for my services when I’m ready to leave,” Galen said. “I honestly want to know how that made you feel.”

      “Conflicted.”

      “Because your father never told you?”

      “That’s part of it,” I confirmed, tapping my fingers on the tabletop as a fresh wave of anxiety washed over me. “I always thought of him as a straight shooter. He didn’t deny hiding May from me. He didn’t seem to think he’d done anything wrong either, even after I was an adult.”

      “Do you think he did something wrong?”

      “I think that he tried to protect himself rather than me,” I replied. “That’s the part that I’m having the most trouble living with. He’s my father and I love him, but I can’t help but believe he made the decision he did because it made his life easier.

      “He said he didn’t want me to be confused or upset, but I don’t believe that,” I continued. “He didn’t want me asking questions or being upset with him. The only reason he told me about May’s will is because he was legally obligated to do it. If he didn’t and someone made a complaint he could’ve lost his law license.”

      “This isn’t any of my business … .”

      “That hasn’t stopped you from commenting before.”

      “No, it really hasn’t.” Galen’s grin was mischievous. “Still, I don’t think you should be too hard on him. He came from a world without magic, or at least a world that does a better job of hiding magic. Over the years, no matter what your mother told him before she died, he might’ve convinced himself that she was making it up. That probably would’ve been easier for him.”

      I’d considered that myself. “That doesn’t change the fact that I feel as if I’ve been robbed of something.”

      “And you have every right to feel that way,” Galen said. “You’re dealing with so much I don’t know how you don’t buckle under the weight of it. I think you’re doing extremely well under some very difficult circumstances.”

      He could say that with a straight face only because he didn’t witness my crying meltdown on the third floor an hour before. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Galen sighed and patted my hand. “You’ve got a lot of work to do around here. I think you should focus on that today.”

      “You’re not the boss of me.” I meant the words to be playful, but they came out a bit harsher than I expected. Still, he was a bossy thing. I couldn’t decide how I felt about it. “I think I’m going to tackle some of the heavier lifting this afternoon.”

      “Don’t do that yourself,” Galen cautioned. “I’ve seen some of the furniture on the second and third floors. It’s heavy, and I can’t help you today because I’m busy looking for a serial killer, as you keep reminding me.”

      I cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Did I ask for your help?”

      “No, but you strike me as the sort of person who never asks for help. You need to get over that,” Galen replied. “If you insist on moving the furniture before I can clear some time to help you, I suggest calling Booker. May left you money, and Booker is essentially our odd jobs fellow. He’s strong, and he’s likely to be able to help on short notice.”

      I hadn’t considered that. In fact, I hadn’t seen the oddly-dressed and yet ruggedly handsome taxi driver since he dropped me off that first day. “I’ll consider it.”

      “Do that,” Galen said, heaving himself to his feet. “If you need to talk or have questions, I’ll be around. I know it will probably seem like a good idea to shut everyone out right now, but don’t. That will only delay the inevitable, and I think that’s the last thing you want.”

      “Do you have any news on your killer?”

      “No, I’m still trying to figure out what all three of my victims have in common. It’s not exactly easy, because Moonstone Bay is an island full of secret keepers.”

      “I thought everyone knew everyone’s business in Moonstone Bay.”

      “In some ways that’s true,” Galen said. “In others … everyone has secrets, Hadley.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s yours?”

      Galen’s smile was back. “You’re not ready for that one yet. When you are, we’ll have another talk.”

      I couldn’t wait for that day. Um … actually I could.

      

      INSTEAD OF CALLING Booker I spent the day doing busywork, sorting through shelves and dusting books so I could arrange them in what looked to be the proper way. I’m a big fan of alphabetization, but I was afraid that if I screwed with May’s organizational system I wouldn’t be able to reclaim it.

      I made Campbell’s tomato soup for dinner and sat on the back patio to watch the sun set before locking myself inside the lighthouse for the night. I double-checked all of the doors and sent a whispered admonishment in May’s direction before drawing a bath.

      “I know you probably want to talk, but I need a good night’s sleep,” I said. “You’re dead, so it’s not exactly as if you’re working on a timetable. I need sleep.”

      She didn’t answer, but I was almost positive I felt a feathered hand brush over my hair before I sank beneath the water and let the heat and steam wash away the day. I spent a good thirty minutes in the tub before draining it, debating whether or not I should tie my hair back in a braid because I was sleeping on it wet. Ultimately I figured I would shower before anyone saw me the next morning, so bedhead wasn’t nearly as terrifying a prospect as it could’ve been.

      I was determined to put the day – the past several days, really – behind me. I wanted to start fresh in the morning, meet new and exciting people, maybe even call Booker to help me around the house while also digging for information.

      The sheets were fresh and clean when I slipped between them, the breeze from the open window serving as a salve to my healing emotional wounds. Everything was going to be okay. I believed that. I had faith that somehow I would get through this and come out the other side better for it. It might’ve been naïve to think so, but my weariness made it necessary, so that’s what I embraced.

      I was three-quarters of the way to dreamland when my inner danger alarm pinged. Even though my body screamed in protest, I bolted to a sitting position and narrowed my eyes as I scanned the surrounding darkness. I registered the hint of movement at the same time I managed to make my muscles work, rolling off the bed as something hard and metallic smacked the middle of the mattress.

      I widened my eyes when I realized what I was dealing with – an intruder with an ax – and worked overtime to control my ragged breath as I crawled away from the bed. I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do to protect myself. I’d never been in this situation before. Sure, I’d lived in a suburb of Detroit, but that didn’t mean home invaders were part of my everyday experience.

      I felt rather than saw the figure move in behind me, a hand slide through my hair so the anonymous individual could get a good grip. He – and I was sure it was a man because the shoulders were far too broad to belong to a woman – wore a black mask over his features as he hissed something in a language I didn’t recognize.

      I had no idea what he said, whether it was a spell or curse or even a threat, but I reacted the only way I knew. I lashed out with my arm, slamming my fist into the man’s groin and relishing the way he sucked in a hissing breath and groaned.

      His obvious anguish allowed me to jerk away from him – leaving a small chunk of hair behind that I was certain I would miss in the morning (should I live to see it, that is) – and crawled closer to the wall. I was several feet from the door, fear causing me to shake, but I knew that even should I manage to gain some footing I didn’t think I’d be able to keep it. I was outmuscled and in a precarious position.

      My new friend seemed to realize that, because even though he wasn’t fully recovered from my blow he gripped the ax with one hand and swung it toward me. The “whoosh” of the metal blade was enough to chill my blood and all I could think was: I’m not ready to die.

      I didn’t have time to think of a way to escape or scream for help. Fear overtook me, crawling into holes in my mind and heart I didn’t even know existed. I was terrified, yet no sound would come out of my mouth.

      It was over and I knew it. I would die here without learning anything of my family’s history.

      I briefly pressed my eyes shut, bracing myself for the inevitable, and then a frigid breeze blew through the room. I heard a loud crash, and even though I waited for the blow to hit, waited for my life to end and the hereafter to begin, it didn’t.

      I was cold, terrified and certain I would open my eyes to find imminent death. Instead, when I wrenched them open, I found the room empty.

      The window was broken and the breeze bounced between walls, the air moving so fast I was convinced it was about to give birth to a monster of some sort. It didn’t, but that didn’t mean everything was okay.

      The wind didn’t dissipate, instead increasing until it was a swirling mass of air that felt strong enough to take form.

      And then the screaming began.
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      “Hadley!”

      My head pounded as I tried to regain control of my senses. Wait, it wasn’t my head pounding. My heart was – that’s for sure – but that wasn’t the source of the noise. No, the pounding was from my front door, a full floor down, and whoever was trying to get inside was hitting the door with enough force that the entire lighthouse shook.

      Oh, wait, no. I’m the one who was shaking.

      “Hadley!”

      I heard something break on the main floor, the sound slapping me across the face as I raced back to reality. I rolled to my knees, shoving myself to a standing position and grabbed the only thing on the nightstand that could possibly be construed as a weapon.

      Galen barreled into the bedroom, his chest heaving and his hands clenched into fists at his side. I moved before I registered his identity, swinging my newly discovered weapon at his head before sanity gained a foothold. It was too late to stop the forward momentum, and all I could do was watch in horror as my hand moved toward Galen’s neck.

      As if sensing the blow was about to come, Galen reflexively grabbed my wrist and stared at the item clutched in my hand.

      “You were going to kill me with a hairbrush?”

      It was a fair question. “I thought you were somebody else.”

      “I can see that.” Galen carefully released my wrist, his eyes keen as they scanned the room. “I heard you screaming.”

      That was impossible … mostly because I tried to make my vocal cords work during the attack and failed, miserably. “I didn’t scream.”

      “I heard screaming.”

      “I didn’t scream.” My voice was barely a whisper. “I heard what you heard, though. It wasn’t me.”

      “Okay.” Galen dragged out the last syllable as if he expected me to change my mind. When I didn’t, he continued. “What happened?”

      “Um … .” I wasn’t sure. How could I explain what happened when I had no idea?

      “Honey, look at me,” Galen prodded, moving his finger to my chin so he could tilt my head and hold my gaze. “There you are. Take your time, think for a second, and tell me what happened.”

      He sounded so reasonable. “I worked all day until I was in a sweaty frenzy. I ate canned soup for dinner because I was afraid to go downtown. I would honestly kill someone for a steak, so it was a real effort.

      “Then I took a long bath with a clove-scented bath bomb,” I continued. “I sat in there until my skin was wrinkled and pruned. Then I went to bed and slept on wet hair, which is why I have bedhead.”

      I slid a gaze to the mirror and frowned at my medusa-like style. It caused me to burst into tears. Who knew my breaking point would be bedhead? I couldn’t wait for the doctor at whatever asylum I would ultimately be locked in to pick apart my bedhead issues.

      “Don’t do that!” Galen exploded, his expression pained. “Don’t you dare cry!”

      The more he yelled, the more I blubbered. “I can’t stop myself. Someone was in here … and he had an ax … and look at my hair.” My shoulders shook as the sobs overwhelmed me and I buried my face in my hands.

      “Someone came in here with an ax?” Galen was beside himself.

      “Have you even looked at my hair?”

      “Your hair is cute,” Galen snarled. “Talk to me about the guy with the ax.”

      “My hair isn’t cute. It’s terrible. I look like a monster. Oh, maybe that’s my superpower. I can leap bad hairdos with a single bound.” Instead of returning to reality, I sank to the floor at Galen’s feet and lowered my face into my hands, rocking back and forth as I tried to calm myself. “I’ll never live down the shame.”

      “Yeah, that’s the real tragedy here,” Galen muttered, shaking his head as he moved toward the broken window. He leaned over and touched a shard of shattered glass, narrowing his eyes for a moment before turning his attention outside the window. “It looks like whoever was in here went out through the window. How did you manage that?”

      “I didn’t do it.”

      Galen’s expression was exaggerated as he peered at various corners of the room. “I don’t see anyone else.”

      “Yeah, but … .” I opened my mouth, picturing the ax moving toward my head, and tripped over my tongue.

      “Did you say something?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know if you said something?” Galen sounded as if he was at the end of his patience. “Hadley, look at me. I know you’re in shock, but I need you to tell me what happened.”

      “I told you what happened.”

      “I need the version that doesn’t focus on the bedhead.”

      That sounded reasonable. “I was asleep. Or, well, I was mostly asleep. Then something woke me. I couldn’t see who it was, but I’m sure it was a man. The shoulders were too broad to belong to a woman. I rolled out of the bed as kind of a survival instinct and I heard something whizzing through the air. I heard something hard hit the bed, and I could see the moon through the window and it glinted off the ax blade.”

      “You were lucky.” Galen crouched down so we were level. “If he hadn’t been klutzy and woken you things might’ve gone a lot worse.”

      I didn’t exactly feel lucky, but that was hardly worth focusing on right now. “He was right here.” I gestured toward the space between the bed and the wall. “I couldn’t make it out in time, so I was just sitting here and he was coming and I was out of time and I couldn’t help thinking what my father would say when he found out. I heard a lot of ‘I told you sos’ in my head.”

      Galen’s expression turned sympathetic. “I don’t think that’s what your father would say if something happened to you. I know you’re angry with him right now, but I think it’s fair to say that he loves you. He might’ve made mistakes, but that doesn’t mean the love isn’t real.”

      “You’re right.” That assumption wasn’t fair. “He would’ve only thought that. He never would’ve said it out loud.”

      “We’ll table that argument for now because there’s no point in focusing on it.” Galen slid his hand under my elbow and urged me to stand. “Come on. We’ll go downstairs and I’ll make you some tea. I want you to settle yourself and tell me the entire story without any colorful embellishments.”

      That sounded like a terrible way to spend an evening. Because my only alternative was kicking him out and dealing with things on my own, I didn’t give in to my baser urges and admit to that.

      “Sounds good.”

      

      “THERE’S NO one outside.”

      Galen let himself in through the front door, which was conveniently off its hinges, and forced a smile when he saw me drinking the tea he shoved in front of my face twenty minutes before.

      “He went through the window, though.” I was feeling a bit better, my mind firing again, although it wasn’t yet up to my normal speed. “There is no other explanation. How did he fly out the window and not break something going down?”

      “Well … .” Galen didn’t answer, instead flicking his eyes to a spot over his shoulder. I couldn’t see what he was looking at, but I was a bundle of nerves, so the simple act was enough to cause terror to clutch at my heart.

      “He’s back, isn’t he? He’s going to finish the job.”

      “He’s going to finish the job, but not the job you think,” Galen said, holding up his hands in a placating manner and stepping away from the door.

      The man swinging through the opening carried plywood and a hammer, his dark hair offsetting a pair of irritated eyes. His Hawaiian shirt was like a beacon in the dim light.

      “Booker.” I exhaled heavily. “I … what are you doing here?”

      “Fixing your door and window,” Booker replied, his tone amiable as he glanced around the kitchen. “I’ll start upstairs.”

      He clearly wasn’t in the mood for small talk, because he disappeared from the kitchen before I could question him.

      “What is he doing here?” My voice was scratchy, and even though I trusted Galen – well, trusted him as much as I could after knowing him for only a few days – I couldn’t help being suspicious.

      “He’s going to fix the window and door,” Galen replied. “It’s only a temporary fix for tonight. He’ll come back and do it right tomorrow. We’ve already talked about it.”

      It was a relief, and yet that’s not how repairmen worked in Detroit. “Doesn’t he have to give me an estimate so we can agree on terms?”

      “Not when he’s doing a favor for a friend,” Galen replied. “Besides, I’m paying for the door. I kicked it down when I thought you were screaming.”

      I looked at the sagging door. He’d brought up a good point. “Was he the one screaming?”

      “I don’t know,” Galen replied. “I thought it was you.”

      “I already told you that it wasn’t me.”

      “Then it had to be him.” Galen clearly wasn’t in the mood to engage in an argument. “It’s okay. You’re safe. Booker is going to fix the door and window and everything will be okay.”

      He said it in such a charming way that I immediately knew he was lying. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “You survived this mess, so you’re the one with the story to tell.”

      He was being purposely evasive. I recognized the tactic. My father used it when dating women he didn’t think I would approve of when I was a teenager. Now that I was an adult he’d given up hiding the fact that his girlfriends were often inappropriately young. That didn’t mean I didn’t recognize subterfuge when I saw it.

      “Why were you here?”

      The question caught Galen off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “You said you heard me screaming,” I replied. “You would’ve had to have been close to hear that. Why were you here?”

      “If you must know, I was doing a loop around town before heading home and getting some sleep,” Galen answered. “After our conversation earlier, I simply wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      That sounded reasonable, and yet it didn’t quite fit. Still, I had bigger problems. “What happened in my bedroom? Why did he stop attacking? What was that wind?”

      “Wind?” Galen leaned forward. “What wind?”

      “There was a wind in the room. I thought he brought it.”

      “Was it coming from the window?”

      “The window was open but not a lot. The screen was closed to keep out bugs. There’s no way that the wind came at the exact right moment through that window. Even if it did, do you have magic wind around here or something?”

      “Just when the unicorns pass gas,” Booker offered, poking his head in the room. “I’m going to put one large piece of plywood over the window for the night. It will be ugly, but I’ll have it looking as good as new tomorrow.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Unicorns?”

      “He’s joking,” Galen said hurriedly, making a face when Booker smirked. “Don’t you think she’s been through enough? Now is not the time to mess with her.”

      “Who said I was messing with her?”

      “Just … fix her window.” Galen waited until Booker clomped up the stairs to turn his attention back to me. “Tell me more about the wind.”

      “No. I think it will just make me look crazy.”

      “I don’t believe you’re crazy.”

      “Really? I’m not sure I’m sane, so you might be in the minority there.”

      “Hadley … .” Galen broke off, exhaling heavily as he rubbed his chin. Whatever he was about to say died on his lips as he shifted gears. “May, I know you’re listening. I think now would be a good time to show yourself.”

      The change in his demeanor was stunning. Did he think he could call a ghost to his side? One I very well might’ve imagined because I was losing my proverbial marbles.

      May Potter’s ghost popped into view on the other side of the table, making a small puffing sound as I jerked back and spilled the remainder of my tea on the front of my tank top.

      “Son of a … !”

      “It’s okay.” Galen grabbed a towel from the counter and moved to my side, shaking his head as he wiped off my chest – taking special care to avoid commenting on the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra – and grabbed the mug before it could fall off the edge of the table. “You need to learn to make a better entrance, May.”

      May graced Galen with a winning smile. “I’ll work on it.”

      Even though he was agitated, Galen returned the smile. “It’s good to see you. I had a feeling you’d come back. I didn’t know it would be this soon, though.”

      “I had things to tend to.” May’s eyes drifted to me. “How are you doing, cupcake?”

      I narrowed my eyes to dangerous slits. “Don’t call me cupcake. I hate cutesy names like that.”

      “Chill out, firecracker,” Galen instructed, grinning when I scorched him with a look. “At least you’re getting your feisty nature back. I was a bit worried when you spent ten minutes whining about your bedhead.”

      Crap. I’d forgotten all about that. My hand instinctively moved to the top of my head, but Galen slapped it down as he moved past me.

      “Leave it alone,” Galen instructed. “It’s fine.”

      It didn’t feel fine. “You’re not the boss of me,” I reminded him, mostly because I didn’t know what else to say and holding a conversation with my dead grandmother seemed too surreal in front of an audience.

      “I’m the sheriff,” Galen argued. “I’m the boss of everyone.”

      “Oh, I’ve missed you.” May beamed at Galen. “You’re still as handsome as ever, I see. Hadley, you should probably run a brush through your hair next time you’re expecting a gentleman caller.”

      She couldn’t be serious. “He is not my gentleman caller!”

      “Certainly not,” Galen agreed. “That’s not why I’m here anyway. I need to know about the wind Hadley saw up in the bedroom when she was attacked. Did you see any of that?”

      “Just the tail end,” May replied. “Things were already happening when I realized what was going on. I wanted to warn her, but it was too late. In the end, she didn’t need the warning. She handled things on her own.”

      What was that supposed to mean? “How did I do that?”

      “Magic, dear.” May’s smile was so wide it almost swallowed her entire face. “Before you ask, Galen, I have no idea who or what was in that room. I couldn’t get close. Things happened so fast that all I could concentrate on was Hadley.

      “I was trying to figure out a way to help her – perhaps crack a lamp over his head or something if I could find the strength to lift it – but she cranked open a canister of ghoul-be-gone and he was through the window before I could even blink,” she continued. “The spell was so powerful it actually screamed.”

      That couldn’t be right. “I didn’t do that.”

      “You most certainly did.”

      “I did not.”

      “You did, too.”

      There was only so much I could take in one night. “I did not!” I practically exploded as I slammed my hand on the tabletop, a puff of smoke sneaking out from between my fingers.

      “Okay, you need to calm down.” Galen put his hand on my shoulder and slid a fresh mug of tea in front of me. “You’re in shock and freaking out. I get it, but you’re not helping matters by flying off the handle.”

      “Yes, because believing that I created wind out of nowhere is a much better way to go,” I deadpanned.

      “You’ve got a snarky mouth,” May noted. “You get that from my side of the family.”

      I flashed her a sarcastic thumbs-up before sipping my tea.

      “I had a feeling she used magic,” Galen admitted, his eyes never leaving my face. “She didn’t understand what was happening, but I heard the scream. It sounded like her.”

      “It was her soul reacting out of terror to protect herself,” May explained. “She didn’t do it consciously. Now that she knows she can do it, though … .”

      “Then I’ll never do it again,” I snapped. “I don’t believe you anyway. I did not do that!”

      “You’ve had a long day.” Galen kept his hand on my shoulder, the warm and comforting feeling serving to lull me. “Drink your tea, please.”

      For lack of anything better to do, I did as he asked, gulping down the entirety of the cup even though it scalded my throat. When I was finished, I flashed an obnoxious smile. “Happy?”

      Galen took me by surprise when he pushed a hank of my out-of-control hair out of my face. “No, but you need to rest.”

      “I’m never going to sleep again. Bad things happen when I sleep.”

      “You’re going to sleep now,” Galen corrected, his eyes troubled. “You can’t stop it from happening.”

      What the heck was he even saying? “I am not … .” I barely got three words out before I realized I was tilting to the side and slurring. “What’s happening?”

      “What did you dose her with?” May asked, curious.

      “One of your sleeping draughts,” Galen replied, slinging an arm around my waist as I tried to stand. He caught me before I careened to the floor. “I saw it when I made the tea. I thought it might be a good idea, because she’s severely sleep deprived and the only way any of this is going to make sense to her is if she calms herself.”

      “You’re the sheriff,” I muttered, poking my finger into his cheek. “It’s illegal to drug somebody. You’re going to have to arrest yourself.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” Galen swung me up into his arms as my head lolled back and I stared blankly at the ceiling.

      “What’s going on here?” Booker asked, appearing at the bottom of the steps. “Are you going caveman or something?”

      “He drugged her,” May supplied.

      “Oh, there’s my favorite ghost who used to be a witch!” Booker beamed as he mimed high-fiving May. “I heard you were back. I’m excited to catch up with you.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Yes, we’re all excited about catching up,” Galen said. “Is the upstairs window fixed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’m going to put Sleeping Beauty to bed. We have some things to discuss.”

      “You can’t discuss things without me.” My words sounded like gibberish, as if I was uttering them out of order. “This is my life.”

      “Shh.” Galen moved toward the stairs. “I’ll fill you in on everything over breakfast. I promise that you’ll be okay tonight. I won’t let anything in this house.”

      Oh, well, that was convincing. “I’m going to make you pay.”

      “I have no idea what you just said, but … okay.” Galen’s smile was bright as he flicked his eyes to mine. “It’s okay to sleep. This will all be here in the morning.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but for the first time since finding out the awful truth I hoped this wasn’t all a dream. I couldn’t kick Galen where it hurt if this was a dream … and he had it coming.

      Most definitely.

      That was my last thought before the darkness overcame me.
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      I woke to a fuzzy head and eyes that felt as if they were crusted together. I was certain I had a hangover and yet I couldn’t remember drinking anything. Surprisingly enough, that wasn’t the worst part of my morning, though.

      I rolled to my side when I felt a warm presence at my left, widening my eyes to what I’m sure must’ve been comical proportions as I let them roam over Galen’s naked chest. He was in the bed with me, his eyes closed and his chest rising and falling in rhythmic fashion. The sheets were bunched around his waist, making me wonder if he wore anything south of the border.

      I blinked rapidly, trying to cast off the remnants of a heavy sleep as I rolled the events of the previous evening through my head. Something had happened. Something bad, in fact. What, though? I couldn’t quite remember.

      I was inundated with flashes, bits and pieces of things that made no sense. I remembered Galen screaming my name. I remembered Booker showing up with plywood and saying … something. I remembered a ghost in the kitchen. Wow. There’s something I never thought I would be able to say.

      I couldn’t remember the big things, though. Maybe that was on purpose.

      For lack of anything better to do, I lifted the sheets and let loose a relieved sigh when I realized I was still wearing my pajamas. If something had happened, it couldn’t have been too bad – or vigorous – because I still had my panties on. That was the most important thing.

      Right?

      Wait, shouldn’t I be figuring out why there was a half-naked man in my bed?

      As if on cue, Galen shifted, slowly opening his eyes and focusing on me. He didn’t look surprised to be in my bed, but his eyes were dogged by shadows that made me wonder if he’d gotten any sleep at all.

      “I can hear your mind working from here,” Galen said, his voice gravelly. “Are you about to freak out?”

      That was a very good question. I dragged my hand through my hair as a distraction, frowning when my fingers got caught in a bevy of snarls. Crap! I probably had the bedhead to end all bedhead. I vaguely remembered taking a bath and going to sleep with wet hair. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Galen smirked as he stretched, lifting his arms and flexing one of the most ridiculously cut chests I’d ever seen in real life. Seriously, he looked like a model … or a fitness trainer. It made me want to punch him. It also kind of made me want to drool, which made me want to punch him again.

      “How are you feeling?” Galen asked, sobering. “You had a rough night. If you’re going to delay your freak-out, we should get the technicalities out of the way.”

      “Oh, that’s just what a girl wants to hear when she wakes up in a bed with a strange man,” I drawled, annoyance getting the better of me.

      “I’m not a stranger, and given the circumstances I thought it was best you didn’t stay alone.”

      Circumstances? What circumstances? My memory refused to cooperate. “There’s a couch on the main floor.”

      “Yes, and as much as I like Booker, there’s no way I would share the couch with him.” Galen’s grin was lazy. “I don’t roll that way.”

      Oh, well, that was a relief. Wait … Booker? “Why is Booker here?”

      “How much do you remember?”

      “Enough to know that I probably have bedhead so bad that I’ll want to hide my face under the pillows the entire day.”

      “So … nothing?”

      I opened my mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. “Pretty much,” I conceded after a beat. “My mind is full of a bunch of flashes, but … they don’t make sense. Why is Booker here?”

      “Because we needed to cover up your window and door before going to sleep.” Galen was matter-of-fact. “I didn’t think you would want us to leave you with gaping holes in both.”

      What the … ? “I don’t understand.” My voice was unnaturally squeaky, as if I sensed the conversation was about to take a turn I couldn’t quite grasp. It wasn’t something I wanted and yet I couldn’t quite ignore it either.

      “Hadley, I think you’re blocking things out.” Galen appeared to have infinite patience, but I could hear the annoyance rippling under the surface. “You need to knock that off. We have quite a few things to talk about.”

      “Like why you’re in my bed?”

      “I already told you why I’m in your bed. Booker slept on the couch to watch the main floor and the only other place to sleep in this entire lighthouse was this bed. I’m too old to sleep on the floor.”

      He seemed so pragmatic, calm. He acted as if I was off base. I wanted to slap him for it. “I still don’t understand.”

      “And now you’re doing it on purpose.” Galen patted my leg as he sat, lifting his arms over his head and stretching again before sliding out of bed. I was relieved to see he wore boxer shorts – although they had lipstick-covered lips on them – and he barely looked in my direction as he shimmied into the shorts and shirt he’d discarded sometime in the night. “I think you should take a shower. That will probably clear your head. While you’re doing that, I’ll talk with Booker and get breakfast going.”

      That’s it? He thought I’d accept that. He thought … wait, a shower did sound pretty good. It would solve the bedhead problem. “And you’ll be in the kitchen when I come down?”

      “I will,” Galen said as he buckled his belt. “I don’t think you’ll be able to focus as long as you’re worried about your hair.”

      Crap. How could he possibly know that? “I hardly think my hair is cause for concern.” I put on an air of haughtiness. “If you’re that shallow … .”

      “Yeah, say that again with a straight face after your shower,” Galen ordered. “I’m guessing you’ll start remembering last night – and very soon – and I don’t want you to say anything that you’ll want to take back.”

      “I never say anything that I want to take back.”

      Galen snorted. “Typical woman. I’ll meet you downstairs. Try not to take too long. I have a full day and we have a lot to talk about.”

      And just like that, the uninvited guest I woke up next to in my bed was through the door and heading for the main floor, his demeanor calm, as if he didn’t have a care in the world even though his eyes and words said otherwise.

      What in the holy heck happened here last night?

      

      GALEN AND BOOKER stood next to the stove, their heads bent together when I descended the stairs. They shifted in my direction at the same time, guilt flitting through their eyes before they masked it and pasted bright smiles on their faces. I wasn’t going to fall for that.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing is going on,” Booker automatically answered. “I picked up eggs, hash browns, bacon and bread so we can have a proper breakfast. I was merely filling Galen in on some of the town gossip that I managed to glean while out.”

      “Uh-huh.” He was a terrible liar. “What gossip?”

      “Well, Deenie Watkins is pregnant with her sixth child and her soon-to-be-ex-husband swears she used magic because he never wanted to have sex with her after the fifth child, but he did one night and now he’s on the hook for even more child support. He’s not a happy camper.”

      Maybe I was wrong about him being a terrible liar. That was a pretty intricate story, and he delivered it in a way that made me think it was potentially true. “She should kick him in the nuts so he can never have another child and see if that makes him feel better.”

      “I’ll share that suggestion next time I see her.” Booker winked as he moved to the front door, which was missing from its mangled hinges. “I picked up a new door and am painting it to match the old one. The paint is drying right now, so I should have it back on the hinges before lunch.”

      “That’s great.” I honestly meant it. “I’m still not going to fall for that Deenie lie. You might’ve thought of it really quickly, but I know you guys were talking about something. I want to know what it is.”

      Galen pressed the tip of his tongue to the back of his teeth as he doled hash browns onto three different plates. He was clearly conflicted.

      “Tell me.”

      “I think we’re going to have to tell her, bro,” Booker said, grinning as he slathered butter on toast. Together they resembled a lean, mean, breakfast-cooking machine, but I couldn’t quite shake the fact that something terrible was about to happen.

      “You definitely need to tell me,” I pressed. “I’ve been lied to more than enough for one lifetime.”

      “I didn’t lie to you,” Galen protested. “I just thought you needed more time to hear the truth. There’s a difference.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “Not in my book.”

      “Fine.” Galen shook his head as he flipped eggs. He looked ridiculously hot in front of the stove, an apron covering his shirt and shorts, but I didn’t care even a little. Okay, I cared a little. That was hardly the most important thing to focus on this morning. “How much do you remember about last night?”

      I didn’t expect him to go in that direction, but if it meant hearing the truth I was willing to play the game. “I remember it all.”

      Booker snorted. “She’s lying. She doesn’t remember anything.”

      I’d show him. “I remember waking up to find someone in my room. I remember crawling out of bed and thinking I was going to die. I remember that whoever it was disappeared and then Galen showed up.”

      “That’s a good start,” Galen said. “What do you remember besides that?”

      “I … .” I broke off and chewed my bottom lip. “It’s difficult.”

      “Let me help you out,” Booker suggested. “You used your witchy powers and blew a guy through the window, bounced him along the ground a bit before he fled into the night, and then your dead grandmother showed up to tell you what you did.

      “You melted down because apparently you’re prone to it,” he continued. “I wouldn’t worry about that, by the way, because it’s a chick thing. You can’t help yourself. It’s in your DNA.”

      “Booker.” Galen growled out a warning, his eyes flashing.

      Booker ignored him. “You’re right. I didn’t learn about Deenie while I was in town. I learned about that yesterday. I’ve been dying to tell someone.”

      My mouth was dry, but I managed to speak. “I can see that.” Now that he’d mentioned everything that happened it came rushing back. How could I have forgotten?

      “Hadley, are you okay?” Galen’s eyes filled with concern.

      I ignored him. “What did you really find out while you were in town?”

      Booker didn’t risk a glance in Galen’s direction, instead increasing the distance between them while pinning me with his gaze. “Mark Santiago was found dead this morning.”

      The name meant nothing to me. “Why is that important?”

      “Because he was wearing all black when the island’s refuse department found him curled up in a ditch three blocks from here. They called Galen’s office to tell him, but he wasn’t there. He was obviously here.”

      “So … just because he was wearing black you think it’s the same guy who was in my house last night?” In theory, that might make sense, but there were gaping holes in the logic. “Do you think he was working for someone and that person killed him and dumped him in the ditch?”

      “No, I don’t think that’s what happened.” Booker was grim. “Ted Ferguson said Mark looked as if he’d been run over with a truck. He was a walking bruise before he died.”

      “I don’t … understand.”

      Galen decided now was the time to take over the conversation. He removed the egg pan from the burner and wiped his hands with a towel as he approached. “He’s saying that it looks like Mark had the same sort of injuries that one would get from a fall.”

      “I see.” I did. I saw. They were saying I killed Mark Santiago. I used my newfound magic – which I still didn’t believe existed – to blow him through a window and bounce him off the ground. “How did he end up in the ditch if I killed him?”

      “Honey, I think you’re looking at this the wrong way,” Galen cautioned.

      I ignored him and focused on Booker. He was more likely to tell me the truth, no matter how hard it was to stomach. “How?”

      “It’s not uncommon,” Booker replied. “He would’ve been running on adrenalin when he hit the ground. That’s how he managed to get up and run. Once he calmed a bit, he probably realized that his injuries were catastrophic.

      “He was probably bleeding internally, but his energy was high due to the escape,” he continued. “Once he slowed down, well, it was too late. He succumbed.”

      I felt numb, my mind and stomach empty. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to react to the news. “Do you think it hurt?”

      Booker shrugged. “No less than he deserved.”

      Galen elbowed him, delivering a sharp blow to the ribs before shuffling closer to me. “It’s not your fault. While I don’t agree with Booker’s more colorful enhancements, I do agree that Mark deserved what happened to him.”

      “Because he broke into my house?”

      “Because he went after you with an ax.”

      “Hmm.” I rubbed my hand over my cheek, struggling to keep my mind in the here and now rather than what might’ve been if I’d acted differently the night before. “So I’m officially a murderer. I guess that means you have to take me in.”

      Galen’s expression twisted and he scalded Booker with a dark look. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell her.”

      “How was I supposed to know that she’d react like this? I couldn’t possibly know she did stuff like this,” Booker protested.

      I couldn’t help being confused. “Stuff like what?”

      “Like being dramatic and blaming yourself for things that aren’t your fault,” Galen automatically replied. “You’ve got a tendency to fly off the handle in absolutely ridiculous ways – like that whole bedhead thing you were so fixated on last night … and kind of this morning, too – but I’m also starting to think you have a martyr complex.”

      The admonishment didn’t make me feel better. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I was supposed to simply brush it off when I murder someone. My bad. I’ll know better for next time.”

      “I like the sarcasm,” Booker noted. “But Galen is right about the martyr complex. It has to go.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Booker’s expression turned sober. “You fought off an intruder,” he argued. “Someone came into your house and attacked you with an ax. A freaking ax! You used the one weapon you had – even though you didn’t know you had it at the time – and you saved yourself. That’s not murder.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Self-defense,” Galen answered without hesitation. “You didn’t do anything wrong … other than obsess about bedhead. As for the rest … I don’t know what to tell you about Mark. I don’t know him well enough to hazard a guess about motive, but I’ll do some investigating this afternoon.”

      “That’s it?” I was dumbfounded. “What about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “What am I supposed to do all day?”

      “You just moved to the island and you’re missing a door and a window,” Galen replied. “I think you have your hands full.”

      “Yeah, but … .” I broke off, embarrassed to admit I was afraid to stay at the lighthouse alone.

      As if reading my mind, Galen offered me a sympathetic smile. “Booker will be here with you for most of the day. If you get afraid you can call me.”

      Well, that was insulting. As if I needed a man to run to my rescue. “Why would I be afraid? I have my newfangled magic powers and can throw grown men through windows. I don’t need a man to save the day.”

      Galen stared for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “I can already tell you’re going to be a lot of work.”

      “You’ve got that right,” Booker said, grinning. “Is breakfast ready? I’m starving.”

      “Yeah.” Galen handed him a plate, never moving his gaze from me. “Admitting you’re afraid is not the end of the world.”

      “I’m not afraid.” In truth, I was terrified. He didn’t need to know that. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      I accepted the plate Galen handed me, another flash from the previous night flooding the forefront of my brain. “Did you drug me?”

      Booker chuckled as Galen shrank back, amusement evident. “I told you that would come back to bite you, bro. It took her longer to remember than I thought, but you’re in trouble now.”

      “I’m not afraid of her,” Galen challenged.

      “You should be,” I snapped. “I’ll make you pay for this. When you least expect it, I will exact my revenge.”

      “That sounds mildly kinky,” Booker offered.

      Galen’s grin was flirty. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      Ugh. Men.
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      Galen left me with Booker and my anger after finishing breakfast. He had work to do, of course. It was big important man work, and he needed to puff out his chest and do important man things all day.

      Did I mention he left me with the dishes? He said he cooked and I needed to clean up. As if that was women’s work or something. In theory I didn’t have a problem with sharing the workload. But because he drugged me and stripped down to kiss-covered boxers before climbing into bed with me I was in no mood to humor him.

      I heard Booker working outside. After Galen left – stopping long enough to whisper something to Booker as he used a power saw in my front yard before lobbing a weighted look in my direction – Booker toiled quietly by himself. I had no idea if Galen warned him to keep his mouth shut, but I figured that was the gist of the closing conversation.

      I wasn’t about to put up with that.

      I unpacked my laptop and carried it to the patio so I could watch Booker work, using my cell phone’s hot spot so I could fire up the Wi-Fi. “Do you guys have wireless service out here?”

      Booker glanced up from the board he measured, a pencil poking out from behind his ear. “No. Moonstone Bay is actually trapped in the past. Most people don’t know it, but it’s like that island on Lost. It’s really 1960. We simply haven’t told you yet.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “Yes, I crack myself up regularly,” Booker confirmed. “We have Wi-Fi. Just talk to Chip at the deli.”

      “Why would I talk to Chip at the deli about hooking up Wi-Fi?”

      “Because he’s the one who does it.”

      “I should’ve seen that coming,” I muttered, shaking my head. I waited for the computer to sync with my phone and then typed “Mark Santiago Moonstone Bay” into the search engine.

      “You seem a little … ticked off,” Booker said after a beat. He clearly wasn’t big on uncomfortable silences. “Do you want to talk about what’s bugging you?”

      “There are so many things bugging me right now that I wouldn’t know where to start.” I narrowed my eyes as I searched the various sites that popped up. “You guys have a Shakespearean theatre troupe?”

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Porn.”

      “Let me know if you find anything good!” Booker had an easygoing nature that I found oddly relaxing. “As for the Shakespeare troupe, they’re a bunch of morons. They get drunk and perform sonnets in the park. I wouldn’t get too excited.”

      “Good to know.” I clicked on a link.

      “So … was that a no about whether or not you want to talk?” Booker prodded.

      “Not necessarily. I just can’t decide what we should talk about first. Do you prefer magic or bedhead?”

      “Definitely bedhead.”

      “Me, too.” I clicked on a second link. “How bad was my bedhead last night?”

      “I didn’t think it was so bad,” Booker replied, using his pencil to mark something on the board. “I think you looked kind of cute. You were a bit scattered. I can’t say I blame you, but I thought your head was going to spin around there at one point.”

      “Was that before or after your little buddy drugged me?”

      “It was before. And I don’t think you should hold that against him.”

      I stilled, slowly lifting my chin and scorching Booker with a look. “And why is that? I mean … where I come from, if someone drugs you without your knowledge that’s considered a big no-no.”

      “It’s not as if he did it for sex or something,” Booker argued. “You were about to overload. We all sensed it. He actually helped you by forcing you to get some rest. You were much more settled this morning. It was a good move.”

      “Settled?” He had to be joking. “I woke up to find a random dude in my bed.”

      “Oh, let’s not play games.” Booker wagged a finger. “That can’t possibly be the first time that’s happened.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re a wily witch,” Booker pointed out. “Witches like to get frisky.”

      “I wasn’t a witch until I got here,” I grumbled, turning back to the screen. “And as for the other part, I haven’t done that since college. And at least then I could blame the ill-advised keg stand. I made the mistake and suffered the consequences. That’s not what happened last night.”

      “You were always a witch,” Booker countered. “You simply didn’t realize it before. There’s a difference.”

      “I think that unless you wield magic you can’t be considered a witch, and before last night I never did anything magical. But if you want to know the truth, I’m not convinced I did what May’s ghost said I did.”

      “Oh, really?” Booker arched a dubious eyebrow. “What is it, exactly, that you think happened?”

      “I think he jumped.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Because he was frightened of me.” That’s totally plausible. I knew it. I felt it. One look at Booker’s face told me I was deluding myself. I decided to try again. “Because he was frightened of Galen.”

      “I guess, in theory, that’s a possibility,” Booker conceded. “Except my understanding of the situation is that Galen didn’t show up until right after Mark went through the window.”

      My recollection of the event was vague, but that sounded right. “Either way … I think he jumped.”

      “I think you’re clinging to the past when you should be looking toward the future, but I understand this is hard for you to deal with,” Booker said. “Take as long as you want to deal.”

      “Thank you for permission to feel what I want to feel,” I deadpanned.

      “You’ve got quite the mouth on you, missy. You got that from May.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it. I’d been compared to May Potter a few times now. Each time left me more unsettled than the last. “Did she say anything after your buddy drugged me?”

      “Galen is more of an acquaintance than buddy, but you probably don’t care about that.”

      “You think?”

      Booker chuckled. “She didn’t say much,” he replied. “She said that something inside of you escaped and tossed Mark out the window. Of course, she had no idea it was Mark at the time. Next time you see her you might want to ask if she had any goings on with Mark. I can’t ever remember them crossing paths.”

      Speaking of Mark, I glanced back at the computer screen and read two paragraphs before speaking again. “I’ll make sure to do that. Are you sure that’s all she said?”

      “Would I lie to you?”

      “I have no idea.” I opted for honesty. “You seem fairly trustworthy, but I think Galen is trying to force you into keeping your big trap shut until he can come back and finesse the situation to his liking.”

      “Finesse, huh?” Booker’s face lighted with genuine amusement. “You’re a funny little thing. I wondered if there was any finessing going on last night. He acted as if it was a hardship to take one for the team and sleep in the bed with you.”

      “Not finessing like that.” My stomach rolled, and not entirely due to unease. “I think we’re getting off point.”

      “So you don’t want to talk about Galen?” Booker’s smile was mischievous.

      “I don’t want to talk about any of it.” I closed my laptop – I’d found what I was looking for, after all – and lobbed a bright smile at Booker. “You’ll be here fixing the window and the door for the next few hours, right?”

      Booker nodded. “That’s the plan. You won’t be alone so there’s nothing to fear.”

      I was hardly fearful. “Great. I’m going to head out and run an errand. I’ll grab food from the market on my way back and we’ll grill something for dinner. I’ve been dying to use that grill out back. How does that sound?”

      Booker’s smile slipped. “I don’t think Galen wants you wandering around.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing that Galen isn’t the boss of me, huh?”

      Booker opened his mouth to argue but ultimately shook his head. He was beaten and he knew it. “Don’t be gone too long. And try not to get in trouble.”

      “Would I do that?”

      “I don’t know you that well,” Booker answered. “If something happens to you while you’re out, Galen will do something truly awful to me. I want you to know that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s how he is.”

      “But why?”

      “I’m not getting into that.” Booker shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “Just keep in mind that you’re not only responsible for yourself when you go out to do … whatever it is you’re going to do. You’re responsible for my survival, too.”

      I flashed a faux sugary grin. “I’ll consider it.”

      Booker rolled his eyes to the sky before turning back to his work. “I’m doomed. I just know it.”

      

      THE MOONSTONE BAY Construction Company was located in a small building behind the lone grocery store. It was essentially four walls and a roof, with a huge storage barn sharing space on the lot. I figured the office was basically one secretary with a private line to the big boss, which was all I needed.

      What I didn’t tell Booker was that I was determined to get more information on Mark Santiago. Galen and Booker talked big about what happened – about what I’d potentially done – but I couldn’t shake the idea that I’d killed a man. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to digest that news, but right now I was suffering from a massive case of acid reflux.

      Unlike previous days, Moonstone Bay’s sidewalks were packed with people, and I did my best to avoid the tourists as I walked to the construction business. One of the tidbits I found while searching the web featured a photograph of Mark Santiago – a normal-looking man with a grim expression on his face. The photograph mentioned new construction by the company and listed Mark as a worker. I figured the construction office was the place to start gathering information.

      The small office was plain – consisting of one desk in the middle of the office and a variety of other seating options – but the rush of cold air washing over me from what clearly sounded like an overtaxed central air unit was a welcome blessing. Instead of a secretary sitting behind the desk, I found a man poring over files. He arched an eyebrow when I entered and then offered a bright smile.

      “Please tell me you want me to do some work on the lighthouse. I’ve been dying to get my hands on that place for years.”

      The statement caught me off guard. “Do I know you?”

      “I’m Martin Gullikson.” The man stood. “This is my company.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting the main man to be behind the front desk.” I stepped forward and extended my hand. “I’m Hadley Hunter.”

      “I know.” Gullikson’s grin never faltered. “You’re the only new regular in town. We all know who you are and what you look like.”

      “Right. The Downtown Development Authority meetings.”

      “That and we like to get drunk on weeknights at one of the main bars and gossip.”

      Gullikson was in his mid-forties but he had a youthful vibe and his eyes lighted with mirth as he looked me up and down. “Not used to the heat yet, huh?” He briefly turned his back to me and rummaged in the refrigerator behind the desk, returning with a fresh bottle of cold water. “Drink up. You’ll learn pretty quickly that the last thing you want to do is get dehydrated.”

      “Thank you.” I was a bit sheepish as I cracked open the bottle and guzzled a third of it. I used the back of my hand to wipe my mouth as I scanned the office. “This wasn’t what I expected. The construction offices back in Michigan look nothing like this.”

      “Most people here know who I am and how to find me,” Gullikson explained, resting his hip on the corner of his desk and folding his arms over his chest. He didn’t look worried about why I was there, merely curious. “If people need me they call and I go to them. I really don’t need the office.”

      “Then why do you keep it?”

      “I have four kids.”

      “Oh, well, that explains it.” I flashed a smile. “So, you’re probably wondering why I’m here.” I was more nervous than I expected. I wasn’t used to asking questions or sticking my nose into other people’s business. I never fancied myself a Trixie Belden in training, but that’s exactly what I was doing.

      “So you’re not here for a lighthouse spruce?”

      “Do I need one?”

      “There are a few things I wouldn’t mind suggesting, but you’re barely settled. You have time.”

      “Good to know.”

      “May wasn’t big on changing anything, but I’m hoping you’re less resistant to letting go of the past,” Gullikson said. “As for why you’re here … does it have something to do with Booker stopping by at the crack of dawn for a new door and window?”

      The question threw me for a loop. “How did you know that?”

      “It’s a small community and word spread at the bar last night that Galen Blackwood called for Booker and he took off in the direction of the lighthouse,” Gullikson explained. “Rumor is they both spent the night. You work fast.”

      If Gullikson’s expression wasn’t so charming I would’ve raised a fuss. But I didn’t have the energy. “I had a spot of trouble. Booker is working hard, and I owe him for coming so quickly.”

      “That’s what Booker does. If you’re not here for Booker, why are you here?”

      “Well, I was doing a bit of digging on the internet and I found a photograph that showed a man named Mark Santiago,” I replied. “The cutline said that he worked for you. I was hoping to ask a few questions.”

      Gullikson’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Mark? That’s why you’re here?”

      “I just … .”

      “Huh.” Gullikson cut me off with a shake of his head. “I guess that shouldn’t come as a surprise. There’s a rumor going around that Mark was found dead in a ditch this morning. I was under the impression he drank himself to death, but now I’m thinking that might not be true.”

      “Was he a big drinker?”

      “Pretty much the biggest.”

      “And you kept him on staff?”

      “Technically I don’t have a staff,” Gullikson clarified. “I have hourly workers, and when I find someone good I like to keep them on my team. The thing is … this is an island. We’re not always engaged in big construction projects. My workers tend to be temporary and they hop from job to job.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t considered that but it kind of made sense. Very few jobs on an island the size of Moonstone Bay would be of the permanent variety. “Was Mark Santiago working for you?”

      Gullikson shook his head. “I had to let him go about six months ago,” he replied. “He wasn’t fired, for the record. He was a day laborer at best. I couldn’t count on him to show up on time, and his work had turned shoddy. I finally got to the point where I couldn’t put up with it any longer.”

      “I see.” That was extremely interesting. “Do you think he was an alcoholic?”

      “I think that we don’t use that word around here because we have a lot of recreational drinkers. It is an island, after all. Still, most people manage to understand that you work first and play second. Mark never understood that.”

      “Do you know where he was working?”

      “No, I honestly don’t,” Gullikson said. “There comes a point where you want to help, but it’s like beating your head against a wall, so you’re doing more harm to yourself than help for the other person. That’s where I got with Mark.”

      “At least you tried to help.” I mustered a wan smile. “Well, thank you for your time.” I turned to leave, but Gullikson stopped me by clearing his throat.

      “Do you know how Mark died?”

      “There are conflicting reports.” That wasn’t a lie. I was conflicted and wasn’t sure I believed May Potter’s report. Still, I felt a bit guilty for saying it.

      “It doesn’t matter. The truth will spread by the end of the day, and the gossip and innuendo won’t be far behind.”

      That sounded downright terrible. “Thank you for talking to me.”

      “Don’t mention it. If you ever want to change something at the lighthouse, don’t hesitate to give me a call. Like I said, I’ve been dying to get my hands on that place for years.”

      “I’ll definitely do that.”
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      I hit the grocery store next, cursing myself because I had no way to get a bunch of groceries home. That meant I had to be prudent when choosing, ultimately grabbing fresh fruit, meat for the grill and a pre-made pasta salad. I topped it off with ears of corn, butter and condiments, and then headed for the lighthouse.

      Despite my best efforts, my arms felt like mush by the time I hit home. I really thought there was a chance one of my arms would fly out of the socket.

      Booker caught sight of me from the second-floor window as I approached and scampered outside to help. At first I thought it was because he was gallant. Ultimately I realized it was because he thought I’d brought snacks.

      “No chips?” Booker’s expression reflected outright disappointment. “Remind me not to do work here again. This is a very disappointing collection.”

      I rested my bags on the picnic table close to where Booker worked and murdered him with a dark look. “I can only carry so much.”

      “Then you should’ve rented a cart to get your stuff home.”

      “I didn’t know that was an option.” Crap. That would’ve made the past twenty minutes so much easier. “Why didn’t anyone tell me that was an option?”

      “Probably because you didn’t ask,” Booker replied, sitting at the picnic table and nosing through another bag. “Ooh. Steaks! I love steak.”

      “I wanted to get shrimp for the grill, too, but I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to carry it.” The heat was making me feel pouty and even though it wasn’t an attractive quality I couldn’t quite shake the urge. “Maybe I should go back.”

      “I have a better idea.” Booker grabbed the grocery bags, heaving them with minimal effort, and turned toward the lighthouse. “Let’s put this stuff away so it doesn’t spoil and I’ll drive you to the market so you can stock up on the basics. Then I’ll show you the cart rental corral and maybe even introduce you to a few of the store regulars so you don’t look like such a newbie.”

      I was fairly certain he meant at least half of that as an insult, but I wasn’t in a position to turn down his offer. “Thank you.”

      Booker pursed his lips. “I know that you’re still getting used to this, but most people on the island are open to helping. All you have to do is ask.”

      “If you ask for help in Detroit you end up losing your purse a lot of the time … and your hubcaps … and sometimes your entire car.”

      “You’re not in Detroit.”

      That was starting to sink in.

      

      “OKAY, THE BIG thing to know about the market is that it is best to hit it on Mondays and Tuesdays.” Booker took his role as grocery store tour guide very seriously. “It’s late in the week, but we lucked out some because it’s not all that late. This place will be packed in about an hour.”

      “I would think that all of the tourists would eat at restaurants. Why do they come here?”

      “Everyone loves fresh fruit and liquor. People like to take it to the beach.”

      Hmm. I hadn’t considered that. “Fair enough.” I hefted a case of bottled water into the bottom of the cart. “That should be enough of that for now.”

      “You’re cute.” Booker grabbed two more cases and transferred them to the lower rack. “This should get you through about a week.”

      I was appalled. “That’s a lot of wasted bottles.”

      “It is, but the recycling folks on Moonstone Bay are extremely diligent. You have three recycling bins in the garage. I know because I saw them there when I grabbed the saw.”

      “That’s my saw?” I was dumbfounded. “Why do I have a saw?”

      “What else are you going to do when you have to dismember a demon?”

      He was kidding, right? “No, seriously, why do I have a saw?”

      “I am serious.” Booker turned down the bread aisle. “I saw you got one loaf, but I’d get some English muffins and bagels. You’ll want easy things to grab for breakfast. When the heat really gets going, you’ll find you don’t have much of an appetite, but it’s important to eat.”

      He sounded so rational, yet I wanted to pound him in the head. “That’s why I got the fruit.”

      “Which is good, but you need more carbs.” Booker grabbed a package of blueberry bagels. “These are really good.”

      “Whatever.” I did my best to keep from melting down as I followed him down the aisle. “So I have a saw to dismember demons, huh?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Don’t tell her things like that!” Lilac popped up at the end of the aisle and smacked her hand against Booker’s forehead by way of greeting. “She’s liable to take it seriously given everything that’s going on.”

      Booker scowled as he ruefully rubbed his forehead. “Don’t ever hit me again.”

      “Don’t say stupid things and I won’t have to hit you,” Lilac countered, grinning as she met my gaze over Booker’s shoulder. “Stocking up?”

      “She has absolutely nothing to eat in that place and I’m at the point where I’ll gnaw off my own arm if I don’t get something to snack on,” Booker replied, his eyes drifting to the salted nuts display. “Here we go. Do you like almonds? Pralines? Walnuts? Ooh, how about some peanuts?”

      I stared at him blankly for a beat and then shrugged. “I’ve never given much thought to my nut needs.”

      Lilac snorted, her mind clearly drifting to a dirty place. “You should get on that, honey. The whole town is buzzing about the fact that you had two of our most eligible bachelors sleeping in your house at the same time last night. Are you honestly saying you didn’t give either of them a test drive?”

      My cheeks burned with mortification and I glued my eyes to my flip-flops. “Good grief,” I muttered, sucking in a breath.

      “Leave her alone,” Booker instructed, blasé. “She had a rough night and she went on a secret mission this afternoon. I think if you pile much more on her she’ll blow a gasket.”

      I knew that was an insult. “I didn’t go on a secret mission!”

      “She went to the construction office and asked about Mark Santiago,” Lilac volunteered. “From what I’ve been able to piece together – and the information is spotty at best because Galen is not in a good mood and he told me to mind my own business – Mark Santiago broke into the lighthouse last night, got hurt in the process and died in the ditch afterward. Do I pretty much have everything down?”

      She was good, I had to give her that. “How did you … ?”

      “Serafina Caruthers saw you going into the construction office and theorized you were considering getting work done on the lighthouse,” Lilac replied. “I didn’t think that made much sense because you’ve been too busy with other things to give that much thought, so I went to the office and asked Martin.”

      “And he told you?” Did no one on this island respect privacy? Sure, I went into the office in the first place to get information on a dead man who I may or may not have killed with magical powers I didn’t know I had, but I was in a pickle. Lilac was just doing it for show.

      Lilac snorted. “Of course he told me. He was curious what I knew about Mark’s death and we traded information.”

      “What do you know about Mark’s death?” Booker asked, leading us to the next aisle. He was a good multi-tasker because he kept one ear on the conversation as he filled my cart with stuff I would probably never eat. “I would’ve thought Galen was trying to keep that secret.”

      “He was, but Ronnie Sinclair discovered the body while collecting Dolly Winston’s garbage,” Lilac explained. “You know what a big mouth Ronnie has.”

      “Yes, it almost rivals your mouth.” Booker flicked the end of Lilac’s nose, a fond but weary expression on his face. “You shouldn’t be passing out information on Mark’s death. It’s going to turn into a big deal.”

      “Why not?” Lilac was affronted. “This is the biggest thing to hit Moonstone Bay since Meredith Markham got naked and drove her golf cart down the main drag last month. She even drove it on the sidewalks, which is a direct violation of DDA rules. She owes, like, five grand in fines and refuses to pay. She says menopause made her do it.”

      I slapped my hand to my forehead, utterly perplexed.

      Booker offered me a consoling hand on the shoulder as he grabbed packages of pre-mixed tuna fish and heaped them in the cart. “You’ll get used to it. Meredith is actually really funny when she’s on her estrogen.”

      “Oh, well, that makes everything better,” I muttered, glaring at the tuna. “I don’t even like tuna.”

      “It’s good for you.” Booker turned his full attention to Lilac. “I’m not joking about keeping your mouth shut. Galen has his hands full. Between Bonnie’s death and Mark’s … whatever it was he was doing last night … he’s got a lot to sort through.”

      Lilac knit her eyebrows, confusion washing over her face. “I thought Bonnie accidentally drowned.”

      Booker shot a worried look in my direction, clearly recognizing his mistake, and then squared his shoulders. “It’s still a lot of paperwork to fill out. He has to make sure he checks every nook and cranny to make sure a killer clown isn’t hiding there.”

      Huh. What was that supposed to mean? “You guys don’t have killer clowns, do you?” I involuntarily shuddered at that thought. I could take murderers, vampires and even witches, but I drew the line at killer clowns.

      “Not since last year,” Lilac replied, distracted. “We had a brief contagion of them, but the Rocky Beach cult members needed someone for a human sacrifice and the clowns fit the bill.”

      Wait … what? “Human sacrifice?”

      “She made that up,” Booker said, squeezing my shoulder. “Stop being … well, you, Lilac. She’s dealing with way too much truth to sort through your version of lies. I know you think you’re being funny, but you’re actually being the exact opposite.”

      “I’m sorry.” Lilac was contrite. “I won’t do it again.” She crossed her finger over her heart, allowing me to exhale. “As long as you tell me what’s really going on, that is.”

      Oh, so close. “Do they carry sleeping pills here?”

      “You don’t need sleeping pills.” Booker snagged the back of my shirt and dragged me back when I moved to wander away. “That’s why we have so much liquor on the island.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard you guys don’t have alcoholics. Just recreational drinkers, right?”

      Booker wasn’t bothered by the charge. “Pretty much.” He kept his attention focused on Lilac. “You need to let this go. What happened to Mark and Bonnie is a lot for Galen and his three-man team to sort through. Don’t pressure him.”

      “Yeah, I hear he folds under pressure,” Lilac smirked, winking at me. “You spent the night with him last night, right? Can you verify that?”

      I seriously thought I was about to pass out. My feet felt alien, as if they didn’t belong to my body, and my brain was doing this weird floating thing. It was kind of nice. “Sleeping pills. Where are they?”

      “You’re not getting sleeping pills.” Booker was adamant. “Let it go, Lilac. You’re starting to get really annoying.”

      Starting? I was pretty sure she passed that days ago. I liked her. She was friendly and had enough personality to fill an entire island. She was also agitating on a level I didn’t know existed outside of cheerleading camp or extreme couponing meetings.

      Lilac pasted an innocent expression on her face. “How am I being annoying?”

      “The fact that you’re even asking that with a straight face tells me that you’re in the mood to play games,” Booker fired back. “I am not.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Lilac turned her petulant pout toward me. “How did Mark Santiago die?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Booker barked. “She’s trying to get around me by asking you.”

      “Really? I never would’ve guessed that.” I was too tired to put up with much more of this. “So … does anyone want to head toward the liquor aisle?”

      “Be patient, grasshopper.” Booker’s smirk set my teeth on edge. “We need to talk about the other thing first.”

      “What’s the other thing?” I was truly at a loss.

      “Why did you go to the construction office? I knew you were up to something by the way you left, but I’m curious about why you picked that to be your move.”

      “What do you think my move should’ve been?”

      “Oh, you’re not going to distract me.” Booker wagged a finger in my face. “Tell me what you were doing talking to Martin.”

      Crap. I guess there was no way out of this. “I Googled Mark Santiago’s name because I was curious and wanted to see what I could find out about him.”

      “You could’ve asked me,” Booker said.

      “Or me,” Lilac added.

      “I wanted to search for myself,” I clarified. “One of the things I found was a photograph of him sitting on a roof. It was a business story about ongoing construction on the island and the caption said Mark worked for Martin Gullikson.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on Booker. “You wanted to see if he had any insight on why Mark broke into your house.”

      “It turns out Martin cut Mark loose months ago because his recreational drinking problem was becoming dire.”

      “Heck, I could’ve told you that,” Booker said. “You should’ve asked.”

      “You’re cagey with information,” I reminded him. “I think you wanted to tell me, but you came to some manly agreement with Galen this morning and you don’t want to break the bro code.”

      Booker’s eyes glinted with amusement. “Bro code?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. It’s a bunch of hogwash. I have a right to know what’s going on.”

      “I don’t disagree,” Booker countered. “I think you’re like an overloaded circuit, though. I’m not sure how much more you can take.”

      “So coddling me is the answer?”

      “I thought you said there wasn’t any cuddling,” Lilac challenged, making a face when I murdered her with the meanest look in my repertoire. “Wow. Your sense of humor is non-existent today, huh?”

      She had no idea. “I wanted to know more about Mark Santiago. I think I’ve earned that.”

      “I do, too, but you should’ve asked me about his work history,” Booker said. “I could’ve told you he wasn’t doing construction any longer.”

      “Fine. Then what has he been doing with his time?”

      “He’s been working on the Durham Farm.”

      Lilac snapped her head so she could stare down Booker, surprise practically oozing from her pores. “Seriously? I didn’t know that. I wondered where he was getting his beer money.”

      “He’s been working there for two months,” Booker supplied. “I have no idea how he’s been working out, but I know he’s been putting in regular appearances.”

      “Really.” I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “You have a farm?”

      “Of course we do. Where do you think we get the fresh dairy and meat?”

      I glanced at the contents of the cart, my stomach twisting. I knew where chicken and beef came from, of course, but the idea that the animals were born and raised on the island simply so they could feed residents and tourists made me feel a bit iffy. “Oh. I guess that makes sense.”

      “Do you know what we should do?” Lilac was back to being bubbly.

      “We should check out and head back to the lighthouse so I can finish my work,” Booker answered.

      “No, that’s boring.” Lilac waved off the suggestion. “I think we should go out to the farm and ask Wesley what he knows.”

      I had no idea who Wesley was, but I was beginning to like this idea. “Can we walk out there?”

      Lilac shook her head. “Too far. We need someone to drive us.”

      I let my eyes drift to Booker, my lips curving as a plan took shape. “I guess it’s good we have someone who can drive us out there, huh? A kind and giving soul who wants to help.”

      “Oh, geez.” Booker pinched the bridge of his nose. “Galen is going to beat the crap out of me when he hears about this.”

      “I’ll protect you.” I grabbed Booker’s arm and directed him down the aisle. “Come on. We’ll stop in the liquor aisle and take this stuff home before we head out. Then tonight I’ll reward you with grilled steak and whatever else you want.”

      Lilac brightened. “That sounds promising. I was hoping you would open yourself up to getting some before you risked finding cobwebs down there.”

      “Not that.” I shook my head. “I swear it won’t take very long and you won’t get in trouble with Galen. Trust me.”
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      We were on our way out of town when a vehicle pulled onto the road behind us and a set of police lights sprang to life.

      “Son of a … !” Booker looked resigned when he flicked his turn signal to pull to the side of the road.

      “What are you doing?” Lilac asked, glancing over her shoulder. She sat in the middle seat, refused to put on her seatbelt no matter how many times Booker ordered her to do just that, and made a face when she realized what was happening. “Why are you stopping?”

      Booker was incredulous. “Why do you think?”

      “Because you’re a weenie.”

      Booker growled. “I’m going to leave you in a ditch if you don’t shut up.” He put the bus into park and risked a glance in my direction. “Let me do the talking.”

      I thought that was an absolutely terrible idea, but I was willing to see how things played out. “Okay.”

      Booker’s gaze held mine for an extended period, almost as if he didn’t believe me, and then he turned his attention to the window as he manually rolled it down.

      “I didn’t even know they still made windows like that,” I mused. “I can’t remember the last time I saw one of those … um, handle things.”

      “I believe it was in an old episode of MacGyver,” Lilac replied dryly. “Seriously, I can’t believe you stopped, Booker. You’re like a little old lady. Please don’t arrest me, Sheriff Hottiepants.”

      “Yes, that’s clearly what I’m going to say.” Booker blew out a sigh as Galen sidled to the driver’s side of the bus. The sheriff didn’t look to be in a good mood and I didn’t miss the way Booker’s spine stiffened when Galen leaned his head into the vehicle. “What a pip of a day, sheriff. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Galen replied, his eyes touching on Lilac before landing on me. “What’s going on?”

      “Did we do something wrong, Sheriff?” Lilac asked, shifting toward the lip of the seat and offering what can only be described as a saccharine smile. “I believe you have to tell us why you pulled us over. It’s the law.”

      “Shut up, Lilac.” Galen clearly wasn’t in the mood to play games. “Where are you guys going?”

      “We’re taking a ride,” Booker replied, his voice smooth as satin sheets. “Hadley didn’t realize that there was more to the island than just the city.”

      “Really?” Galen cocked a challenging eyebrow. “What did she think was beyond the lights?”

      “Empty land.”

      I don’t know why I initially thought Booker was a poor liar. In truth, he was quite masterful. He had the ability to make the obvious seem blasé.

      “She thought we built a city and left the rest of the island to collect dust?” Galen queried, dubious.

      “I didn’t really think about it,” I supplied, happy to find my voice strong and my gaze steady. “I want to see some of the stuff that’s out here. We’ve been running errands for a bit, and I wanted a chance to look at something beyond the lighthouse. What’s the problem?”

      “Did I say there was a problem?”

      “No, but you’re walking around as if you have a stick shoved up your you-know-what,” Lilac muttered.

      “Shut up, Lilac,” Galen ordered, his eyes never leaving my face. “Tell me about these errands you ran.”

      I opened my mouth to explain about shopping and then narrowed my eyes. “What business is it of yours?”

      “I’m the sheriff.”

      “Dude, you should really put on one of those ten-gallon hats and spurs if you’re going to say things like that,” Booker chided. “It makes you sound like a douche.”

      Instead of being angry, Galen merely shook his head. “I heard it the second I said it. There was no reason to point it out.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “We’ll get to why you’re here in a second,” Galen countered. “Hadley, what errands did you run?”

      He was clearly trying to make a point. I had a feeling I knew what that point was. If Lilac found out about my visit to the construction office it was only a matter of time until Galen did the same. I wasn’t ashamed of my actions, but I wasn’t in the mood to kowtow to Galen either. He did drug me. He also forced me to sleep next to his naked chest and I couldn’t remember any of it. That was so unfair.

      “I went to the grocery store, but I didn’t realize you could rent carts to walk your groceries home, so I only got a few things,” I volunteered. There was no way I was giving him what he wanted without a fight. Wait … that came out wrong. “So I was a complaining mess when I got back to the house and Booker explained about the carts.”

      “She didn’t get any snacks at all,” Booker lamented. “It was pitiful.”

      “I did get steaks,” I said. “I knew you’d be coming back to tell me about your day, so I got steaks, corn and pasta salad for dinner.”

      “And we’re both invited as a thank you,” Booker said. “Isn’t that nice of Hadley?”

      “Yes, it’s delightful,” Galen drawled. “What else did you do?”

      “Well, after I found out about the cart, I mentioned that I wanted to add shrimp to the mix and Booker suggested we go back to the grocery store.”

      “She also needed a better class of snacks,” Booker added.

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at Galen’s annoyed expression. “We spent a decent amount of time in the store, and Booker taught me how to shop. Apparently I’ve been doing it wrong my entire life and didn’t even know it. Then we ran into Lilac, and she said something about wanting to show me the countryside and here we are.”

      “Really?”

      I bobbed my head in affirmation. “Really.”

      Galen took a long, steadying breath as he stared. He didn’t believe me. He knew I went to the construction office. He even knew what I asked. He obviously didn’t want to call me on my behavior, though. If I had to guess it was because he thought I would be uncomfortable about everyone on the island knowing my business. I already knew that and was definitely uncomfortable, but he wasn’t saving me from anything by keeping the information to himself.

      “How long do you plan on being out here for your ride?” Galen asked, shifting his eyes to Booker. “Not after dark, right?”

      Booker shook his head. “I still have to finish the upstairs window, although it’s mostly done. It just needs a few finishing nails and a coat of paint. We’ll be back in plenty of time for dinner.”

      “A dinner that you’re expected for because you owe me information,” I said.

      Galen ran his hand over the back of his neck, his face showing hints of fatigue for a few moments before he caught himself, smoothed his expression, and nodded. “Okay. Dinner sounds nice. I will be there by six.”

      Really? That was easy. “Great. I’m looking forward to grilling. I can’t really cook, but I’m a whiz with the grill.”

      “And I’m looking forward to eating.” Galen’s smile was back, although it didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “Keep an eye on Hadley, Booker. She’s new to the area and I don’t want her getting separated.”

      Booker mock saluted, causing a muscle to tremble in Galen’s jaw. “I’m on it, boss.”

      “I’m looking forward to dinner, too,” Lilac announced before Galen could walk away. “I have a lot of questions about how you guys stayed under the same roof with Hadley and yet she got absolutely zero action.”

      This time Galen and Booker spoke at the same time.

      “Shut up, Lilac!”

      

      THEY SAID “FARM,” but I don’t know what I was expecting. The sprawling expanse of land featuring cows, pigs, horses and even a full field of chickens certainly wasn’t it.

      “Holy moly!” I exhaled heavily as I leaned forward to get a better look at the multitude of barns dotting the landscape.

      “Nice, huh?” Booker smiled as he navigated the dirt driveway, being careful to avoid ruts. The bus was so old it was probably one good jolt away from completely disintegrating.

      “It’s so … big.”

      “Too bad you couldn’t say that last night,” Lilac interjected.

      “Knock it off!” Booker ordered, his temper fraying. “You’re on my last nerve.”

      “That’s so unlike you,” Lilac argued. “Usually you love it when I start laying on the sexual innuendo.”

      “Usually we’re not dealing with a dead body in the cove and a local breaking into a house with an ax.”

      I wasn’t sure she was capable, but Lilac instantly changed her expression and looked properly chastised. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting about that part. To me this is all an adventure.”

      “And to Hadley she was almost killed in her sleep,” Booker said. “We need to focus on the important thing here.”

      “And what is that?”

      “We need to talk to Wesley,” Booker replied. “You know how he gets.”

      Lilac sobered. “Yeah. I didn’t think about that part either.”

      My interest was officially piqued. “What is he like?”

      “A grizzly bear with a poor attitude,” Lilac supplied. “He’s very growly. I’m sure he was handsome and romantically rugged back in the day – he has that look, you know – but he’s more rough than romantic these days.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Is he going to throw me around or something?”

      “Probably not,” Lilac answered. “Just in case, though, hide behind Booker.”

      “Yes, that sounds like a great idea,” Booker muttered. “Everyone hide behind me.”

      Lilac refused to rise to the bait. “That’s what I plan to do.”

      

      WESLEY DURHAM WAS exactly as Lilac described him. He was a big bull of a man, broad shoulders giving way to a solid middle that looked as if he drank a bit of beer during his off hours. Still, he was a muscular man, especially for a guy pushing seventy. I couldn’t help being impressed.

      “Wesley, how are things?” Booker led the initial approach once we found Wesley oiling a saddle in one of his barns. Despite the size of the farm, as far as I could tell, Wesley was the only inhabitant.

      “Well, I had a mare give birth this afternoon and no one wanted to put it on the news because it wasn’t a giraffe, and then I had part of the fence in the eastern pasture go down, so that took three hours to fix. I got a big splinter while doing it, and I just found out I’m out of strawberries, so there will be no shortcake for dessert.”

      “Oh, you should’ve called,” Lilac said. “We just came from the market.”

      Wesley knit his sparkplug eyebrows and shook his head, barely sparing a glance for me before focusing on Booker. “What are you doing out here? I didn’t think you and I were on friendly terms.”

      Uh-oh. Were they about to fight?

      “I didn’t realize we were on unfriendly terms,” Booker countered. “I simply thought we disliked each other on the surface but deep down we really wanted to bond. You know, go fishing and hunting and stuff. Pump fists. Bump chests. Pee while standing up.”

      Despite his gruff exterior, Wesley cracked a smile as he shook his head. “You’ve always had a bit of your mother’s charm.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t say it was a compliment,” Wesley said. “You still haven’t answered the question. What are you doing out here?”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve heard about what happened at the lighthouse last night?”

      “May’s lighthouse?” For the first time since we arrived, Wesley registered a full facial expression other than a scowl. “No. What happened?”

      “Someone broke in and attacked Hadley.” Booker jerked his thumb in my direction and when Wesley looked at me I offered a lame wave because … well … I have no idea why. I felt the need to do something with my hands, but I’m sure it came off as spastic.

      “Attacked how?”

      “With an ax,” I answered. “Thankfully I saw movement right before it happened and rolled off the bed.”

      “I see.” Wesley’s eyes were thoughtful as he continued massaging the saddle. “I don’t understand what that has to do with me.”

      “We believe the man responsible was Mark Santiago,” Booker supplied. “He was found dead in a ditch a few blocks away this morning.”

      “And you think I killed him?”

      “No, we want to know if he was still working for you.”

      Wesley shifted from one foot to the other, some internal debate going on behind his eyes. “Can I ask how you know it was Mark who broke in?”

      “Well … .” Booker, clearly not anticipating that question, looked to me for help.

      “Whoever it was got blown through the upstairs window,” I volunteered. “Galen – I mean the sheriff – said that he hit hard, but managed to limp off afterward.”

      “I see.”

      “When Mark’s body was found, he had multiple injuries,” Booker added. “Those injuries looked to have been sustained in a fall. He wasn’t very far from the lighthouse, so … we believe it’s him. Galen is still doing some investigating on the subject, but that looks to be the case right now.”

      “Well, I don’t know how else you could look at the situation and think otherwise,” Wesley said. “I knew that boy was going to get himself into trouble. I tried to put him on the right path, but he refused to walk in that direction. It’s sad.”

      “Was he still working for you?” I asked.

      Wesley shook his head. “Several weeks ago I had to cut him loose. It wasn’t just that his work was bad. I could’ve put up with that if I thought it might help him. I have a lot of help that comes in and out of this place, so I wouldn’t have had a problem making up for his slack.”

      “But?” Booker prodded.

      “But he wasn’t in the barn as I expected one day and I happened to come across him inside the house,” Wesley explained. “The men aren’t allowed in the house. I have facilities in the barns, including a kitchenette and refrigerator.

      “He was going through a chest in my office,” he continued. “When I asked him what he was doing, he fumbled through an answer that made absolutely no sense. He said he was looking for toilet paper because they were out in the barn.”

      “What happened then?”

      “I fired him on the spot and told him not to come back,” Wesley replied. “I want to help, but my giving spirit only goes so far.”

      “Was that the last time you saw him?” I asked.

      Wesley nodded. “He hasn’t been around since. I thought there was a chance he might try to break in, so I made sure the security system was up and running, but he never did. Er, well, at least to my knowledge.”

      “So he was unemployed at the time of his death,” Booker mused. “Maybe he was desperate for money. Just out of curiosity, what was in the chest? What did you find him looking at?”

      “It was just some of my ex-wife’s stuff,” Wesley said. “Some old photographs and a few folders full of divorce documents. There was nothing in there worth stealing.”

      Mention of an ex-wife stirred my curiosity. “Who is your ex-wife?”

      “May Potter.”

      I stilled, my stomach doing a somersault. I heard him wrong, right? “I’m sorry?”

      Booker blinked several times in rapid succession, his face draining of color. “I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what?” My heart pounded so hard I thought I might pass out. “Is he saying what I think he’s saying?”

      “He’s saying he’s your grandfather,” Lilac supplied happily. “Congratulations! It’s a really crabby bear.”

      I did my best to ignore the joke and looked to Booker for help. “But … why didn’t you say something?”

      Booker held his hands palms up and shrugged. “I thought you knew.”

      Right. That should be the new Moonstone Bay motto. Crap on a cracker.
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      “You’re my grandfather?”

      The question felt alien coming off my tongue, like I was stuck in a dream and part of the rules included saying the most absurd thing that comes to mind. Sadly, I’ve had dreams like that.

      Wesley didn’t look nearly as flummoxed as me. “You’re Hadley, aren’t you?”

      That wasn’t much of an answer. “But … .” I broke off, unsure what to say or feel. This wasn’t what I expected. This entire place wasn’t what I expected. I needed time to decompress and do … something, though I had no idea what that something entailed.

      Booker leaned in my direction, his eyes unnaturally wide as he waved a hand in front of my face. “You’re not overloading are you? If you think you’re going to pass out, sit down.”

      “I think we broke her,” Lilac announced. “She couldn’t take another surprise, yet you insisted we come out here so she could get one. I blame you, Booker.”

      “I thought she knew,” Booker hissed. “I just assumed she didn’t want to talk to Wesley because May and Wesley hated each other.”

      “I hated May,” Wesley corrected. “She deserved it. She was bitter about our breakup and hid her broken heart in mean statements and name-calling. There’s a difference.”

      Lilac snorted. “Okay, if that’s what you need to tell yourself. She’s the one who dumped you.”

      “Who told you that?” Wesley challenged. “It happened thirty-five years ago. That was long before your time.”

      “I know things.”

      “You don’t know jack,” Wesley fired back.

      Booker ignored their argument and focused on me. “Would you like me to help you sit down?”

      “Not in the least.” I found my voice and slapped his hand away. Wesley stood with his arms crossed over his chest as he waited for me to get my bearings. “Did you know who I was when I came in here?”

      Wesley shook his head. “Not at first. It’s not as if I recognized you with my heart and soul or anything. I realized a few minutes in who you were.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “Because I didn’t know if you wanted me to do that,” Wesley replied. “You were playing it cool.”

      “I didn’t know!” I barked out, frustration bubbling up. “How could I possibly know that?”

      “How could you not know that?” Lilac challenged. “I mean … he’s your grandfather. My papa is one of my favorite people. He wears black socks and sandals no matter how hot the day is. He also sexually harasses random waitresses when they wear short skirts and actually yells at kids to get off his lawn. He’s hilarious.”

      “I should’ve realized that you didn’t know him,” Booker lamented, scratching at his five o’clock shadow. “If you didn’t know May, how could you possibly know about Wesley?”

      That was a very good question. I locked gazes with Wesley, trying to find a bit of him in me. Other than the shape of his nose, there was nothing. “I’m not going to pretend to understand any of this,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “I didn’t know May Potter existed until her will showed up three months ago. I guess I never gave a grandfather much thought because … well … I figured anyone alive who loved my mother would’ve tried to get in touch with me.”

      “Do you honestly think I didn’t try to see you?” Wesley challenged.

      My stomach flipped at the implication. “Are you saying my father kept you away?”

      “I’m saying May kept me away,” Wesley replied. “We split up before Emma was out of high school. After that I was cut out of every decision. I didn’t get a say in where Emma went to college. I didn’t get a say in who she married. I was just some guy who provided sperm at the right time.”

      That was an unsettling image. “But you could’ve approached me on your own.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not that simple, dolly.” Wesley forced a smile for my benefit. “You look a little pale. Do you need some water?”

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      Wesley shuffled over to a small refrigerator in the corner of the barn and grabbed several bottles, handing one to Booker before donating one to my pitiful emotional breakdown. He ignored Lilac and kept the third for himself.

      I mechanically cracked open the bottle and drank, not stopping until it was completely empty. I hoped the water would serve to fill the hole inside of me, but all it left me feeling was cold.

      “Are you okay?” Booker asked after a beat.

      “Yeah, I’m just groovy.”

      “Do you want to go home?”

      Where was home? I didn’t feel as if I belonged anywhere right now. “I want to finish this,” I replied, squaring my shoulders. “Did Mark Santiago take anything from the chest?”

      “Not that I saw,” Wesley said. “He wasn’t in there very long. I’m not sure what he was looking for, but at the time I thought maybe he was searching for old jewelry. I even considered that May hired him to infiltrate my house to steal back an old pair of earrings or something, but I didn’t have anything like that.”

      “So what’s in the chest?”

      “There’s a quilt my mother made May when we first got married,” Wesley replied. “It has all of these interlocking patterns on it. My mother said it was supposed to signify a life spent together. May packed it with my stuff when we split.”

      “That’s all?”

      “There are copies of divorce documents and a few things regarding Emma’s custody. Those wouldn’t come into play now, and it’s not as if there was bank information on anything. The divorce documents specified that May got the lighthouse and I got this parcel of land. That was before the farm was here – which I started right after the divorce – but it was basically a property split and we only had two pieces of property.”

      “You didn’t want the lighthouse?” I was naturally curious.

      “The lighthouse belongs to May’s family,” Wesley explained. “I never had a claim to it and no matter how rough things got between us, I never would’ve made a play for what belonged to her. My grandfather left this land to me.

      “For years before the divorce it was used for herd grazing,” he continued. “There was another farmer back then, Robert Baxter, and I leased the land to him for grazing. Once the divorce was finalized, I was looking for something to do and realized that farming might be my future. It turns out it was.”

      “What happened to the other farmer?”

      “He stayed in business until the end,” Wesley replied. “When he died I bought out his land and doubled my parcel. Farming turned out to be something that was in my blood. Perhaps it’s in yours, too.”

      I doubted that very much. Still, he seemed as if he was trying to be kind and attentive. I couldn’t ask for much more than that given the circumstances. “I had an ant farm as a kid.”

      “Yeah, how did that go?”

      “The glass broke and they got out and infested the kitchen. I could never have another pet after that.”

      Wesley tilted his head to the side, something I did on occasion when trying to figure out how to respond to something ridiculous. “Ants aren’t pets,” he said finally.

      “No. Definitely not.” I handed him the empty bottle. “Thank you for your time and the information. I’m sorry we dropped in without calling.”

      Wesley’s expression was hard to read. “You don’t have to leave if … .”

      I held up a hand to still him. “I need to do some thinking. It seems that’s all I’m doing these days, but I really need a little air and space. I’m not sure what to make of all this.”

      “Fair enough.” Wesley bobbed his head. “If you want to talk in a few days – or even a few weeks – I’ll be out here. I’m sure you’ll have questions.”

      “The problem is, I’m not sure you can come up with satisfactory answers.”

      “Maybe not, but every story has multiple sides.”

      “I guess.” I shook my head to snap myself out of an imminent case of melancholy. “I need to think a bit. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine. Come out when you need to talk.”

      “What if I never need to talk?”

      Wesley took me by surprise when he chuckled. “Dolly, you might not be all me, but you still have a dose of my genes. You’ll need to talk.”

      Oddly enough, I was pretty sure he was right. For today, though, I was talked out. “Thank you for your time. If we have more questions, we’ll give you a call.”

      

      “DO YOU WANT to talk with us about it?”

      We were back in the minibus before anyone spoke. I would’ve been happy to make the entire trip in silence, but Lilac had other ideas.

      “I don’t know what there is to talk about.” I focused outside of the passenger window as Booker drove down the winding driveway. “It’s just more of the same.”

      “How can you say that? You have a grandfather you’ve never met. That must be exciting.”

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” I was anything but excited. “To me it’s just another person who knew who I was, knew I existed, yet did nothing to get to know me.”

      Lilac remained optimistic despite my dour mood. “I’m sure he had good reason.”

      “Shut up, Lilac,” Booker ordered, making a clucking sound with his tongue as he pulled onto the highway that led back to the city. “Can’t you see that she needs time to decompress?”

      “No.”

      “Then maybe you need glasses,” Booker charged. “Give her some space.”

      “Yes, sir.” I could hear the pout in Lilac’s voice but didn’t shift to see if her expression matched the tone.

      “As for Wesley, he’s a difficult and obnoxious man at times – but I’m sure you’ve figured that out yourself,” Booker said. “That doesn’t mean he’s not a good man. If he volunteered to answer questions for you, spend time with you, that means he really wants it to happen, no matter how gruff he appeared.”

      “That’s true,” Lilac said. “He’s not a very good conversationalist, but you’re not either at times, Hadley, so you probably get that from him.”

      “I’m totally going to thump you,” Booker growled.

      Lilac continued talking, unbothered. “What you need is a nice dinner and some friendly conversation. I’ll help you cook, and then we can talk about our next plan of action.”

      That sounded like a completely terrible idea, especially because I wanted to be alone. “Maybe … .”

      “I have to finish your upstairs window, too,” Booker added. “Galen said he would stop by. You promised him dinner.”

      It was as if he knew I was going to beg off and kick everyone out.

      “Fine.” I blew out a sigh. “We’ll have dinner and chat and pretend that I didn’t find out about zombies, witches and neglectful grandparents. It sounds like a fabulous evening. What could go wrong?”

      

      “THE KEY TO great steak is to marinate it in red wine for a bit before putting it on the grill.” Lilac was in full chef mode as I sat at the picnic table an hour later and watched her rub four huge hunks of meat with a mixture of salts before shoving them in a bowl surrounded by ice and using plastic wrap to cover it. “Now we’ll let them sit for a bit and they’ll be delicious when we grill them.”

      “I’m glad to know the key to a great steak,” I said, reaching for the remainder of the wine Lilac didn’t use for her marinating project. I considered pouring it into a glass, but that seemed a waste of manual labor when it came to dishes later. “I always thought the best way to get a good steak was to go to Outback Steakhouse.”

      “You’re cute.” Lilac patted my head as if I were a small child who needed comfort. “But I’m starting to think that you’re losing your mind. I have tranquilizers if you want them. I think you need a good night’s sleep tonight no matter what. They’re very mild and go great with wine, so … .”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Booker ordered, strolling toward the table with two bottles of water in his hand. He set one in front of me, eyed the wine bottle as I drank straight from it for a moment, and then shook his head. “Are you in the mood to get drunk?”

      “I’m in the mood to get numb,” I corrected. “If I wanted to get drunk I’d be drinking straight from a rum bottle.”

      “She has a point,” Lilac said.

      “Nobody asked you.” Booker was clearly at the end of his rope and Lilac’s chirpy voice wasn’t doing much to stop him from metaphorically hanging himself. “Listen, Hadley, you suffered a hard blow today … .”

      “Are you talking about almost dying in the middle of the night, finding out I killed a man, discovering a grandfather I didn’t know existed – and who clearly doesn’t care that I exist – or realizing I’ve been cooking steaks wrong my entire adult life?”

      Booker blinked several times, his face unreadable. “You’re in a really bad place, aren’t you?”

      “Nope. I have wine.” I took another swig, pursing my lips as Lilac and Booker exchanged an obvious look.

      “Okay, forget what I said a few seconds ago about suffering a hard blow,” Booker suggested. “I have no idea where I was going with that and it obviously wasn’t going to help.”

      “Why do you think I have the wine?”

      “So you can forget,” Booker replied. “Is that really what you want?”

      “For right now or ever?”

      “Either.”

      “For right now the answer would be yes. Forever? I’m still debating.”

      “Oh, geez.” Booker pinched the bridge of his nose. “I am not good at this. I’m so not the guy you want around for an emotional meltdown. I can’t believe Galen talked me into staying.”

      “You don’t have to stay.” I took another gulp of wine and smiled as my mind began doing that floaty thing I was so fond of. I wasn’t drunk … or even tipsy … but at this rate it wouldn’t take me long, and absolutely nothing sounded better than hiding in a bottle for the next few hours. “I know you don’t want to. Leave your bill for the work you did on the counter and I’ll pay you tomorrow … just as soon as I remember where I put my checkbook.”

      “You’re not paying me for anything,” Booker argued. “I did the work because that’s what neighbors do.”

      “Not in Detroit.”

      “Yeah? Well, that sounds like a terrible place to live.” Booker’s patience wouldn’t last much longer. I could feel it. “Galen is paying for the supplies because he kicked in your door, and the labor is free.”

      “That’s so sweet.” I reached up and poked his cheek, surprised by my boldness. He didn’t look like a guy who enjoyed being touched in a teasing way, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “You’re very sweet.”

      “Are you already drunk?” Booker jerked the bottle from my hand, perplexed. “How much of this did she drink, Lilac?” His tone was accusatory. “You were supposed to be watching her.”

      “I was watching her,” Lilac protested. “I was also giving a cooking lesson. She couldn’t have imbibed all that much, because I used more than half of the bottle to marinate the steaks.”

      “Oh.” Booker furrowed his brow. “If you’re not drunk, what are you?”

      I held my hands palms up and shrugged. “High on life?”

      “You’re high on something,” Galen announced, appearing at the picnic table and shaking his head. “You guys have a lot of explaining to do. I heard where you went this afternoon, and I’m not happy.”

      His face was so stern I couldn’t help but smile as I snagged the bottle of wine back from Booker and patted the open spot next to me. “Do you want to get high on life with me?” I waved the bottle, teasing.

      Galen’s eyes darkened, something harsh passing through him. He recovered quickly and grabbed the bottle, taking a long drink before handing it back. “Why not? It’s always more fun to yell when you’re drunk.”

      “That’s my philosophy.”

      “Just great!” Booker’s eyes bounced between faces. “Apparently we’ve reached the crazy portion of tonight’s festivities.”

      I beamed at him. “It’s going to be so awesome.”
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      “Tell me about your day.”

      I found my fingers moving toward Galen’s hair before I could stop myself. What the holy heck is up with that?

      Galen arched an eyebrow as he watched my hand, but he didn’t move to slap it away. He looked tired, as if the world was beating him down. I had sympathy for him, but it was nothing compared to what I was going through.

      Yup, I was in full-on “woe is me” mode. I didn’t like it, yet I couldn’t seem to stop it.

      “Well, it started with seeing a terrific case of bedhead and looks to be ending with some steaks and corn.” Galen grinned, the expression lighting up his handsome features. “Those are both the highlights, by the way. The lowlights are something else entirely.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Booker said, grabbing a beer from the cooler Lilac placed on the table and twisting the top. “What did the coroner say about Mark?”

      “That he had a lot of internal injuries and it looked as if he was either hit by a vehicle and left to die or fell a great distance and bounced off the ground.”

      I jerked my hand back from Galen’s hair, the reality of the day setting in as I inadvertently sobered. I much preferred the fake drunk feeling I labored under moments before, but even my brain couldn’t seem to do what I wanted for the time being. “So I killed him.”

      “No, you protected yourself.” Galen held out a hand and waited for Booker to pass him a beer. He took a long swig before continuing. “You did what you had to do.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to go over well with a judge,” I argued, swirling the remnants of the wine bottle as I considered my fate. “Gee, your honor, I accidentally threw a man through a window using powers I didn’t know I had. Surely you can see it was an accident. Have pity on me.”

      Galen’s lips curved. “You’re very dramatic. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Lilac raised her hand. “I have.”

      “You have not,” I shot back, narrowing my eyes. “You’ve spent the entire afternoon trying to get me to be more dramatic.”

      “That’s because I like drama.” Lilac’s smile reflected a bit of smarm and a whole lot of charm. It was hard not to like her, even when she was being a total pain in the keister. “Why do you think I took one look at you and knew you were going to be my new BFF?”

      “Um … .”

      “What’s a BFF?” Galen asked. “It’s that, like, a … chick thing?”

      “That’s totally a chick thing,” Booker answered. “It means ‘best friends forever.’”

      “Oh, so it’s like a young chick thing.” Galen snorted, whatever flitted through his head clearly amusing him. “Okay. I’m caught up. Continue. What were we talking about?”

      “The fact that I can’t use magic as a defense in a court of law.”

      Galen tilted his head so he could give me a hard stare. “Says who?”

      “Says everyone. You might believe me, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be arrested, tried and sent to a prison where I have to make license plates for the rest of my days. Oh, geez. Maybe I should call my dad. I’m going to need a lawyer.”

      “I’m not dissuading you from calling your father if you want to talk to him, but you’re not going to be arrested,” Galen argued. “I’ve already sat down with the prosecutor. He knows what happened, and it’s being ruled self-defense.”

      I was understandably dumbfounded. “But … how?”

      “The prosecuting attorney is a shifter and the judge is a mage. Do you think this is the first time we’ve had a paranormal dust-up on this island that resulted in death?”

      Huh. I hadn’t even considered that. I drained the rest of the wine, rubbing my chin as I considered the implications. “But … I killed him. Shouldn’t I have to pay for that?”

      “He broke into your house and attacked you with an ax!” Galen exploded, causing me to jolt. “Stop being a martyr and look at things realistically. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I … .” My mouth worked, but no sound came out as I blinked back tears.

      “You might want to take it easy on her,” Booker advised, his voice soft. “She’s dealt with a bevy of stuff today that would’ve floored just about anyone else. I don’t think yelling at her is the way to go.”

      “I’m sorry.” Galen rested a big hand on my shoulder. “I didn’t mean to yell and upset you. That wasn’t right or fair.” He shifted his eyes to Booker. “But I am going to yell at you. I think that’s both right and fair.”

      “Oh, yeah, I saw this coming.” Booker tipped his head back and downed half his beer. “Lay it on me.”

      “What were you thinking taking her to Durham farm?”

      A fraction of my senses returned and I poked Galen’s side to get his attention. “How did you know we went out there?”

      “Because I’m not an idiot, and because people tell me things,” Galen replied. “I thought that’s where you might be going when I stopped you, but I couldn’t be sure so I let you go. Now I wish I hadn’t.”

      “Booker remembered that Mark Santiago was working for Wesley a few months back,” Lilac interjected as she bathed the corn ears in butter before wrapping them in foil. “We wanted to ask Wesley if that arrangement was still ongoing.”

      “Even though … .” Galen broke off, briefly flicking his eyes in my direction.

      “See, that’s the thing,” Booker started, chagrined. “I thought Hadley knew that Wesley was her grandfather. Yeah, that came up while we were visiting. It never occurred to me that she didn’t know.”

      “She didn’t know who May was,” Galen argued. “How could she possibly know who Wesley was?”

      “Her life is like a soap opera,” Booker complained. “I can’t keep up with all the evil twists and dastardly turns. I didn’t put it together, and by the time I realized she didn’t know who he was it was too late.”

      “Wesley told her,” Lilac said. “He mentioned that he fired Mark because he caught him going through a chest that was left over from Wesley and May’s marriage. He said there was nothing in there of any value, but he had to fire Mark anyway.”

      “He doesn’t know what Mark was looking for,” Booker supplied. “At the time he thought Mark was looking to feed his drinking habit and wanted something to sell. There was nothing in the chest to sell, though.”

      “Huh.” Galen pressed the tip of his tongue to his upper lip as he absorbed the new information. “That’s extremely interesting. I probably would’ve thought the same thing. But now that Mark broke into the lighthouse … hmm.”

      “What do you think it all means?” Lilac asked, shifting the corn to the grill. “Do you think Hadley is still in trouble?”

      “I don’t think Mark went after her himself,” Galen replied. “He was too drunk all the time to have the motivation to do that. Someone recognized that in him and sent him after Hadley. The question is: Why?”

      “That’s the question?” I sputtered, my heartbeat ratcheting up a notch. “Shouldn’t the question be: Who is after me?”

      “We’ll solve that question, too.” Galen seemed too calm for my liking. “I swear we’ll figure it out. I don’t want you tying yourself in knots over this.”

      Oh, that was easier said than done. “How are we going to figure it out?”

      “The same way we figure anything else out. We’ll ask questions and kick over stones until we find the answers.”

      That sounded awfully simplistic. “And how do we start?”

      “With an awesome dinner.” Galen squeezed my shoulder before turning to Lilac. “When will dinner be ready? I’m starving.”

      “That makes two of us,” Booker added. “This has been one long and crazy day.”

      I wanted to argue, tell them we needed to focus on the obvious problem rather than steak and corn. The scent of grilling food was enough to cause my stomach to rumble, though, and I realized I hadn’t eaten since breakfast – and I was famished.

      “What about you, Hadley? Are you hungry?”

      Galen’s gaze was expectant, and also filled with concern. He’d already done so much for me – the lip-covered boxer shorts and drugging notwithstanding – that I didn’t want to give him further cause to worry. “I could eat.”

      “Good. Everything will be okay. I promise.”

      

      “IS THAT ALL of them?”

      Galen helped me load the dishwasher after Lilac and Booker left, both of them conveniently dodging the cleanup as they offered haphazard waves and disappeared down the driveway. I shouldn’t have been bitter – Lilac cooked and Booker worked all day for free, after all – but I wasn’t in the best frame of mind, so I indulged in the pettiness for a few minutes.

      Then I realized I was being a complete and total jerk and put it away.

      “That’s all of them.” I offered up a smile to Galen. He looked as tired as I felt. “You didn’t have to help. You’ve already done enough for one day.”

      “Yeah? Well, doing a little more never hurt anyone.”

      I thought Galen would say his goodbyes and beat a hasty retreat, but he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the counter.

      “Is something wrong?” I self-consciously ran a hand over my hair. Other than the humidity causing it to increase in diameter, it seemed fine. “Have you changed your mind about arresting me?”

      “No, and stop worrying about that,” Galen ordered. “I was just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “About you.”

      My cheeks burned under his steady gaze, and I instinctively averted my eyes. “Why?”

      “Because you’ve really been through the wringer the past few days and you’re still standing,” Galen replied. “I don’t know many other people who would be able to do that. I’m impressed.”

      “I don’t see as I have much choice. I can either fall down – which I’ve done a few times when no one was looking – or get back up. I’m not big on the former, so I guess I have to stick with the latter.”

      “That’s a very pragmatic outlook.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re still struggling. It’s okay.”

      He kept saying things like that, things were going to be okay and such. I wanted to believe him, but I wasn’t sure I could. My life was changing at such a fantastic pace that I couldn’t help but wonder if it might never slow down until I crashed into a wall.

      “I don’t know what to think about all this,” I admitted. I didn’t know Galen well, yet he was easy to confide in. “I never imagined this stuff being real. I read books about paranormal creatures when I was a kid – I was a big fan of Stephen King – and now I find out I might be one and I don’t know what to do with the information.”

      “What do you want to do with the information?”

      “Smack you upside the head for asking dopey questions like that,” I replied, wrinkling my nose as Galen chuckled. “I don’t know. I didn’t know I had it in me to kill a man. It’s … terrifying.”

      “You have a lot more in you than that,” Galen countered. “You’re a witch. Magic isn’t one thing for you.”

      “I don’t know anything about being a witch. Am I supposed to buy one of those conical hats and fly around the island or something?”

      Galen snorted, genuine amusement sparking in his eyes. “Witches can’t fly.”

      “Can vampires fly?”

      “No.”

      “Can anything fly?”

      “You seem to be obsessed with flying.”

      “I always wanted to be Wonder Woman when I was a kid. She had an invisible plane. I thought that would be nifty.”

      “Some things fly, but they’re generally shifters,” Galen explained. “I don’t think now is the time to give you a crash course on paranormal history. We can ease into that eventually.”

      “Eventually? What are we going to do now?”

      Galen extended his hand, taking me by surprise. “I’m going to show you that you can do more than defend yourself against a man who was trying to kill you.”

      I stared at his outstretched hand a minute, uncertain. “This isn’t going to go to a kinky place, is it?”

      “Not tonight.”

      I blew out a sigh and took his hand, letting him lead me out of the house and down to the beach. The night air was warm, the remnants of the day snaking through the air as it kissed my skin and caused me to sigh.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this heat,” I lamented.

      “You will. One day you’ll wake up and realize you’ve already grabbed a bottle of water without realizing it.”

      “Will I ever stop caring about what the humidity does to my hair?”

      Galen shrugged. “That’s out of my realm of expertise. That would be something that Lilac could help you deal with. Aurora might be a good one on that front, too.”

      “Great. Do you think she’ll be naked when I ask her questions?”

      Galen squeezed my hand as he chuckled. “She’s always naked, so the odds are good.”

      “Isn’t that against the rules?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Doesn’t your Downtown Development Authority have issues with naked women wandering around the island?”

      “As long as they stay off the sidewalks and out of the cemetery at night, they’re good.”

      “Oh, well, what a relief.” I made a face when Galen stopped in front of the water, his expression expectant. “What are we doing out here? Are you going to throw me in the ocean? I’m not going to lie. If that’s your plan, I probably won’t like it.

      “I know I talked big about wanting to meet a shark shifter and everything, but I’m actually afraid of sharks,” I continued. “I think a shark attack is probably the worst way to go, and I’ve heard stories that sharks lurk closer to the beach after dark.”

      “You don’t have to worry about a shark attack around here.”

      “Aurora said she saw one the other day when she stopped by for her swim.”

      “That doesn’t mean it will attack you,” Galen said. “We’ve never had a shark attack around these parts.”

      “Good to know.” It actually was. “So what are we doing out here again?”

      “I’m going to show you something good about your magic,” Galen replied, releasing my hand and grabbing my shoulders so he could position me to face the incoming waves. “I want you to close your eyes.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to do anything kinky.”

      “I said I wasn’t going to do anything kinky tonight,” Galen clarified. “I stand by that. Close your eyes.”

      I was reluctant, but did as I was told, breathing through my nose as Galen ran his hands down my shoulders and over my arms, not stopping until he touched my wrists. He drew out my arms as far as they would go and lowered his mouth closer to my ear.

      “Think of something happy,” he instructed. “Think of something that always makes you smile. Don’t open your eyes until I tell you. I want you to clear your mind and think happy thoughts.”

      “Oh, we are going to fly, aren’t we?” I couldn’t hold back the snark. “We’re going to have some pixie dust sprinkled over us during our happy thoughts and we’ll fly away.”

      “Shh.” Galen’s mouth was so close to my exposed neck that I shuddered, and not because I was afraid. “Clear your mind, Hadley. Think of something happy. Think of something that makes you feel lighter.”

      It was difficult given his proximity, but I did as he asked, exhaling heavily as I leaned back against his chest. I wasn’t sure what to choose, ultimately opting for the time I’d won the spelling bee in sixth grade and my father actually showed up to see the show. He wasn’t much of a joiner in those days, so for him to go to a school event was a big deal. He told me he was proud of me that day. He told me I reminded him of my mother. That was one of the happiest moments I ever remembered.

      “Good,” Galen intoned, sliding closer. “Keep thinking your happy thought.” He linked the fingers on both hands with his. “Remember what it was like when all you could think about was how happy you were. Can you see it?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Now open your eyes.”

      I wasn’t sure I heard him at first, but when I registered the order I did as he asked, gasping when I saw the waterspout lifting from the ocean. The water swirled at the base, climbing higher until it formed the countenance of a young girl – one I recognized from the mirror when I was in middle school.

      “What the … ?”

      “Calm yourself,” Galen ordered when the swirling water looked as if it might break apart. “If you get upset you’ll lose the thread.”

      “What thread?” My heart hammered a bit. “Am I doing that?”

      “You have a connection to this place, Hadley.” Galen’s voice was a soft caress. “You haven’t had a chance to explore that for yourself yet – which isn’t fair, and I’m sorry – but if you let yourself look beyond the terrible things that are happening right now you’ll find an entirely new world waiting for you to enjoy.”

      The girl in the swirl smiled, sliding her hand over her mouth as she giggled and batted her eyelashes in Galen’s direction.

      “Hey!” I was offended. “I was nowhere near that flirty when I was her age.”

      Galen chuckled, genuinely amused. “I wondered if that was you. How old were you?”

      “Eleven.”

      “You were cute.” Galen tightened his grip on my hands and pressed his body against mine. “Concentrate.”

      The only thing I could concentrate on was the masculine warmth wrapping itself around me. My heart pounded as I felt his beat against my back, his heat threatening to set me on fire. My mind spiraled, the waterspout swirling higher and wider before exploding, a torrent of seawater splashing over us.

      I sputtered as I wiped my face, the heady feeling from before returning. “That was fun!”

      “It was until the end,” Galen agreed, shoving his hair away from his face. “Do you feel better?”

      “I do.” I bobbed my head. “In fact, I feel as if … .” I lost my train of thought as I took a step forward and lost my footing, tumbling headfirst toward the sand as things spun and bounced inside my head.

      Galen caught me before I hit, swinging me up and cradling me close. “What’s wrong?” He looked terrified.

      I wanted to ease his pain, but I could feel unconsciousness stalking me. I didn’t know what to say, so I went with something stupid.

      “Thank you and goodnight.”

      And it was goodnight, because the darkness found me a split-second later.
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      I woke to the sun beating on my face through the newly restored window, a headache the size of Booker’s bus pounding between my temples and a warm spot in the bed right next to me. I rolled to my side, frowning as I ran my fingers over the indentation in the sheets. Someone had clearly been here moments before. The residual body heat remained, which meant … .

      Despite my headache panic took over, and I clawed to the side of the bed. My eyes went wide when I saw the pile of male clothes – flamingo-covered boxer shorts and all – discarded in a heap on the floor.

      I couldn’t remember a lot about the previous night – flashes of water spouts and joined fingers overlapping with giggles and breathy gasps – but I had a feeling something very big happened while I was out of it. Okay, I didn’t know how big it was, but if his hands and feet are any indication … wait! That’s so not important right now.

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead and rolled out of the bed, hitting the floor with a thump. I was in an oversized T-shirt that was inside out, and I didn’t remember putting it on. I caught a glimpse of my hair in the wall mirror and cringed because the bedhead was back and clearly ready to throttle me for being such a wanton harlot.

      Holy crap! I had sex with someone and I didn’t even remember it. There was only one option – Galen had been there for the water sports after all – and we’d clearly done the deed and I had no memory of the hot and sweaty … whatever. Wait, can something be hot and sweaty if you don’t remember it?

      I registered the sound of the shower shutting off in the next room and shifted my eyes to the closed door. He was still here! He was in the shower … naked … and still here! What the holy hell? How could this be happening? As if I didn’t have enough other life-altering things on my plate, now I’d had sex with a guy I barely knew and I couldn’t even remember it. That was the worst part.

      Okay, being loose and free was probably the worst part, but the fact that I couldn’t remember it burned brightest in the empty hole of disgust rolling into a ball in the pit of my stomach. How could I let this happen? How could he let this happen? What kind of guy takes advantage of a woman who clearly doesn’t remember what’s happening? A pervert, that’s what kind!

      Galen Blackwood may be sheriff – a sheriff who went out of his way to make sure I wasn’t charged with murder – but he was clearly a pervert. I knew it the minute I saw him. He was far too good looking to be anything but a pervert. What? That’s a thing. I totally saw it on television once. I think it was the Oxygen network.

      I jolted when the bathroom door opened, drawing the T-shirt down over my knees as I lifted my eyes and found Galen standing in the doorway with a quizzical look on his face. His chest was bare, water beaded across it – he must shave or wax, because he was smooth as a menopausal woman’s upper lip right after it’s been deforested – and he had a towel cinched at his waist.

      “What’s going on?”

      The question struck me as stupid. “You took a shower.”

      “I needed one after we got so wet and dirty last night.”

      My cheeks flooded with color. I was mortified. That was the only word I could use to describe the emotions flooding through me. “Um … okay.” I felt as if I was an alien caught in someone else’s life. Sure, I created the situation – and he obviously took advantage of me – but this couldn’t possibly be my life.

      “I have to go to work, but I’m glad you’re up.” Galen leaned over and scooped up his clothes, the towel shifting so much that I thought there was a legitimate chance it would slip from his hips. I was torn about whether or not I wanted that to happen. On one hand, I didn’t want to be caught staring. On the other, I’d been deprived of the memories of our dalliance and felt somehow cheated.

      “Hey! Are you listening to me?” Galen snapped his fingers in my face, causing me to jolt out of my reverie.

      “I’m listening. I … feel … weird.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” Galen hunkered down so he was crouching in front of me, his knees spreading in such a way that I had to force my eyes to remain on his face in case I did something absolutely stupid. Er, well, something more stupid than I’d already done. “You expended a ton of energy last night. You probably have a bit of a hangover.”

      Oh, well, he obviously had a very high opinion of his abilities, which was ridiculous because I couldn’t even remember them. “I need some aspirin.”

      “There’s some in the bathroom.” Galen gently reached out and pushed my hair away from my face. “I shouldn’t have pushed you to do what you did last night. I don’t think you were ready.”

      “It’s fine.” It’s fine? What is wrong with me? It’s not fine. It’s not even close to fine. “It happened and it’s done. Let’s not dwell on it.”

      “I don’t want to dwell on it either, but I think we need to talk about it. The thing is, I have to get to the office. I’m already running late. I didn’t want you to wake up alone because I figured you would have questions.”

      Why would he possibly think that? The only question I had was how much of a slut he took me for. “I don’t have any questions right now. I’m just … I feel funny.”

      “You need to have a big breakfast,” Galen ordered. “Eggs, hash browns, maybe some sausage.”

      Oh, now he was going for double entendres. What a creep. If he thought I would fall for that, well, he had another think coming. “Sausage sounds good.” Oh, good grief! Clearly some unseen force invaded my brain while I was unconscious.

      “Eat a lot of protein,” Galen ordered, his knee cracking as he stood. “I have some things to check on, but I’ll be back after my shift. We need to talk, but you slept much longer than I thought you would.”

      “Yes, well, I expended a lot of energy.” Sexy energy that I couldn’t remember. Could this day get any worse?

      “You needed the sleep,” Galen said. “We’ll talk tonight. We have some decisions to make. You should be okay here for the day, but if you go to town make sure you stay on the main drag and don’t get lost. I’m not convinced someone still isn’t after you.”

      “Yes, sir.” I mock saluted because … well, because I’m a geek and I have bouts of social awkwardness that I can’t possibly explain. “I’ll be good and keep to myself all day. I promise.”

      “You don’t need to do that. Just … be careful.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Galen’s expression was hard to read, but he left it at that, shaking his head as he moved toward the stairs. “Drink some water, too. I think you might be dehydrated after last night.”

      Could he be more full of himself? “I’ll do that.”

      “Okay. I’ll be in touch.”

      

      I SCURRIED INTO the shower as soon as I heard the front door on the main floor shut, whipping my hair back into a loose bun rather than worrying about drying it before fleeing the lighthouse and the huge curtain of sex guilt and shame hanging over it.

      I headed toward Main Street, a bottle of water in hand, and ignored every stray glance cast my way. I felt as if I was wearing a huge scarlet “S” on my shirt, so I kept my head down and scampered inside Lilac’s tiki bar.

      For the first time since I arrived on the island there were actual customers in the bar. Sure, it was only eight people and they were spread out at three different tables, but it was people all the same.

      Lilac caught my eye as I breezed through the door, arching an eyebrow as she mixed drinks behind the counter. “Your hair looks cute pulled back like that. You should do it more often.”

      “I generally prefer wearing it down, but the humidity makes me look like I have a dead animal on top of my head.”

      “I don’t think it’s so bad. There’s some special shampoo and conditioner to get if it’s a problem.”

      Lilac was sunny and happy as she bopped her head back and forth to music only she could hear. Okay, I could hear it, too. I was going to tire of hearing about piña coladas at a certain point, but I ignored it for now.

      “Do you want to hear about my night?”

      “Absolutely.” Lilac slid two umbrellas into the fruity drinks. “I waxed my legs and eyebrows, so whatever you did has to be better than that. Hold on.” Lilac carried the drinks to one of the tables, her hips swishing as she did. She stopped at another table before swinging back. My patience was practically non-existent by the time she locked gazes with me. “Did you magically throw someone else out your window?”

      “Why don’t you say that a little louder,” I hissed. “I don’t think the couple in the corner heard you.”

      Lilac craned her neck to see over my shoulder, not bothering to hide her efforts as she stared at the couple in question. “They’re sphinxes. Harmless.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Sphinxes?”

      “Yeah, they’re kind of anal-retentive freaks, but they mostly keep to themselves unless they decide to lust for power. Then you have to kill them,” Lilac supplied. “Those two are just here for tans and mixed drinks.”

      Wow! Every single time I think I have my head wrapped around this place something proves me wrong. I don’t even know what to think about that. “Okay, well … .”

      “Hey, can we get two more rum runners?” A guy in a corner booth raised his hand to get Lilac’s attention.

      “Sure thing.” Lilac nodded as she hopped to work. “Keep talking. I’m listening.”

      I wasn’t so sure, and I needed her full attention. “Something weird happened last night.”

      “Did you and Galen get naked and sweaty? By the way, if you answer that question in a negative manner I’ll totally lose all respect for you.”

      How did she know? “Yes.”

      “Good.” Lilac shoveled ice into a glass. “I’ve been saying … wait, what?” She stilled before lifting her head, very slowly and deliberately, and giving me an extended once over. “You had sex with Galen?”

      “Yes, only I don’t remember it.”

      Lilac wrinkled her nose. “Was this sex in your head?”

      “No.”

      “Then there’s no way you wouldn’t remember it,” Lilac challenged. “He’s the catch of the island. No, I’m not joking. Every woman who grew up here wants a piece of Galen. He dates occasionally, but it’s never serious. Talk at the gym says he’s … well … fabulously gifted in that department. The relationships never last long, but the memories are forever.”

      Oh, good grief. That was the last thing I wanted to hear. “The sex wasn’t in my head,” I snapped, my voice carrying enough to cause the men in the corner to smile in my direction. “Why would I make it up?”

      Lilac shrugged. “Maybe you’re lonely. I don’t blame you. I’d be lonely living in that big lighthouse alone.”

      She was clearly trying to give me an aneurysm. “I’m not lonely. I haven’t been alone long enough since I arrived on this island to be lonely.”

      “That’s good.” Lilac patted my arm before grabbing the drinks. “I’ll be right back.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from exploding as she carried the drinks to the corner booth, stopping long enough to chat with the sphinxes before returning to the bar. She looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “What were we talking about again?”

      “The fact that I turned into a total slut last night,” I barked, causing the sphinxes to giggle.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Lilac offered, waving off the curious stares. “She’s high strung. She can’t help herself. That’s why the sex – even if it’s imaginary – is a good thing.”

      “Do you want me to punch you?” I asked, my temper flaring.

      “I’m not much of a fighter, but I get the point. You’re at the end of your rope. Okay. Spill. Tell me everything that happened.”

      That’s where I ran into difficulty. “I don’t remember everything that happened.”

      “Well, tell me what you remember.”

      “We were doing dishes … .”

      “Oh, this is how all good softcore porn stories start.” Lilac pressed her hand to the spot above her heart and made an exaggerated face. She was trying to be endearing, but I was torn between punching her and bursting into tears.

      “We were doing dishes,” I repeated. “Then he said he wanted to show me something.”

      “Was it in his pants?”

      “No, it was on the beach.”

      “That’s promising.” Lilac’s smile was serene. “Continue.”

      “The story isn’t dirty,” I supplied.

      “Then get to the good stuff.”

      I really wanted to punch her … and maybe kick her a little, too. “He wanted to show me that my magic could do more than kill a man, so we made a water monster … er, kind of a water girl to be exact.”

      “Is that like making the beast with two backs?”

      “Do you want to hear this story or not?”

      “Sorry. Continue.”

      “The last thing I remember is seeing the water beast thingy and then everything goes funny in my memory. When I woke up this morning, the spot beside me was warm and empty because Galen was in the shower and all of his clothes were on the bedroom floor.”

      “Huh.” Lilac cocked her head. “Did you ask him?”

      “I was too stunned. He came into the bedroom, said he was late for work and that we would talk later.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I waited until he left, hopped in the shower and then came to find you.” I had trouble catching my breath. “What do you think I should do?”

      “Get him naked again and see if you can remember it this time,” Lilac suggested. “I can’t enjoy the story without more details.”

      I was incredulous. “That’s it?”

      “What do you want me to say, Hadley? That was a totally lame story.”

      “No, you’re lame,” I challenged.

      Lilac smirked. “You’re so cute I just want to dress you up like a little doll and carry you around in my pocket.” She squeezed my cheek and gave it a good jiggle. “Try really hard to remember next time. That will make the story much more exciting.”

      “Ugh.” I exhaled heavily and dropped my head in my hands, ignoring the way Lilac chirped as she poured me an iced tea and took another round of drinks to her guests. When she returned, she was on to another conversational topic.

      “So, Mark Santiago’s sister works at the bar down the way and I heard she has the afternoon shift today,” Lilac announced. “I was thinking that as soon as my relief comes in we can head down there and question her. You know, act like we’re real detectives and stuff. I always thought I wanted to be Nancy Drew when I was younger.”

      “I preferred Trixie Belden.”

      “They were both fun,” Lilac said. “What do you think?”

      I thought it was an absolutely terrible idea. “Sure. What have I got to lose?”
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      I’m a big fan of time travel movies and television shows. The idea that I could possibly go back and forth in time and correct a wrong was incredibly appealing given my irresponsible actions of the previous night. I had no idea if any magical creatures could make it happen, but it was an interesting thought.

      “Is time travel real?”

      Lilac glanced over her shoulder as she led me down the beach. I was surprised when we left the main drag and headed toward the shore but I figured Lilac knew where we were going better than anyone else, especially me. As long as we didn’t run into Galen I didn’t care where we ended up.

      “Are you talking about time travel in like Outlander or The Butterfly Effect?”

      That was an interesting question. “Are they different?”

      Lilac held her hands palms out and shrugged. “I think they’re very different. In The Butterfly Effect he wanted to go back and alter the past to save someone in the present, but each thread he yanked made things worse or just as bad. Ultimately he had to remove himself entirely from her life if he wanted her to survive and thrive.

      “In Outlander the main character didn’t make a choice to go back – er, well, at least the first time – but once she got there she wanted to change the past,” she continued. “They realized they couldn’t change their part of the past and became resigned to their fate. Which outcome do you want?”

      Wow! That was an extremely heavy question. “I only want to travel back to yesterday and not make a fool of myself.”

      Lilac snorted, her amusement drawing attention as we ducked into a beach tiki bar. It was much smaller than Lilac’s bar and looked to have a removable floor and bar area. I hadn’t seen it on my earlier treks through Moonstone Bay. It was kind of cute … and also worrisome because it made me wonder if a stiff breeze could pick it up and toss it in the ocean.

      “You need to let that go,” Lilac chided as she led me through the sparsely-populated bar and toward a booth in the corner. “You bagged the hottest bachelor in town on, like, your fourth day here. You should be thrilled.”

      “I am thrilled. Can’t you tell?”

      “You also need to work on your sarcasm.” Lilac slid into one side of the booth, leaving the other for me, and scanned the bar. “We’re looking for Sarah Santiago.”

      “What does she look like?”

      “Really tiny. Cute. Long dark hair. I don’t see her, but I know she’s supposed to handle the lunch shift. She’s probably not here yet.”

      “What are we going to ask her?” I couldn’t help being nervous. The idea of questioning the sister of the man I killed – however accidental or necessary – made me nervous.

      “We’ll figure it out as it happens,” Lilac replied, forcing a smile as a waitress headed in our direction. I didn’t know Lilac well, but I could tell when she was being genuine, and the faux sugary smile she brought out to play now was jarring. “Hello, Cordelia. I didn’t know you’d be here today.”

      I watched the woman delivering glasses of water, understandably curious. I’d never seen Lilac be anything but friendly when it came to other Moonstone Bay residents. Even for those she didn’t like she put on a brave face. She barely tried with Cordelia.

      “It’s my bar.” Cordelia, her hair tied back in a loose and messy bun, fixed Lilac with a challenging look. “I figured you’d be at your own bar today.”

      “Yeah? I’m showing Hadley around.”

      “Hadley, huh?” Cordelia shifted her eyes to me, causing me to squirm on the vinyl booth seat. “You’re the one who took over the lighthouse, right?”

      “She’s May’s granddaughter,” Lilac supplied. “She’s part of our community now.”

      “I heard she was thinking about leaving,” Cordelia challenged.

      “Where did you hear that?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Ned Baxter.”

      I stilled, surprised. “Really? He said I was leaving?”

      Lilac absently patted my hand, her eyes never leaving Cordelia’s pretty face. “Don’t listen to her. She’s making it up.”

      Cordelia sneered. “Why would I make it up?”

      “I don’t think she’s making it up,” I supplied. “He showed up at my place the other day to see if I wanted to sell to him. He thought I might want to get off the island.”

      Lilac jerked her gaze from Cordelia. “And what did you say?”

      “I said I wasn’t making any decisions right away.”

      Lilac narrowed her eyes to accusatory slits. “You want to stay, right?”

      That was a dangerous question. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, you know,” Lilac gritted out. “You want to stay. You’re going to stay.”

      “Ignore her,” Cordelia instructed, clearly enjoying herself as she leaned over the table and handed me a menu. “Lilac can’t take it when she’s not in the know about island gossip. It’s not your fault she’s so needy.”

      “Bite me,” Lilac hissed, accepting the menu with a sneer. “If anyone should leave the island, it’s you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the conversation, so I merely watched for a moment, dumbfounded.

      “I can’t leave while you’re still here,” Cordelia drawled. “I have to make sure someone saves the island men from your slutty powers of persuasion.”

      “Oh, please,” Lilac snorted, her lips curving. “You’re the poster child for gonorrhea, for crying out loud. You’re the name on the bathroom stalls that all of the men warn each other about.”

      Cordelia’s expression darkened. “And you’re the one they say reminds them of a toilet seat when they whisper about things to watch out for.”

      Ah, well, I’d really stepped in it this time. I wasn’t sure exactly what I’d stepped in, but it was obvious that Cordelia and Lilac had a past that would make most warring dictators blush. “Maybe I should head out,” I suggested.

      “You’re staying,” Lilac snapped, gripping the menu so hard her knuckles turned white. “Cordelia is just trying to upset you. Don’t let her.”

      “I don’t even know her,” Cordelia corrected. “Why would I want to upset her?”

      “Because you’re evil.”

      “Says the woman who slept with the entire rowing team in one weekend.”

      Lilac’s eyebrows flew up her forehead. “The rowing team consisted of one person at the time. Ben Gordon.”

      “Did you sleep with him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you slept with the entire rowing team.” Cordelia was haughty as she crossed her arms over her chest. I couldn’t help disliking her. I didn’t know Lilac all that well – and there were times she irritated me to no end – but I found her to be friendly and funny most of the time. There was an edge to the way Cordelia approached Lilac that annoyed me.

      “Am I missing something?” I asked, uncomfortably shifting on my seat. “Maybe I should go and let you guys … do whatever it is you’re about to do.”

      Cordelia and Lilac stared each other down for a long moment, something unsaid passing between them. Finally Cordelia dragged her eyes from Lilac’s face and forced what could pass for a smile.

      “Don’t be silly,” Cordelia clucked, her eyes flashing. “This is simply how Lilac and I get along. It’s not personal. It’s … quirky.”

      That was so not the word I would use. “Well … okay.”

      “It’s fine,” Lilac said, catching my gaze and grinning. This time the light behind her eyes was real. “Don’t worry about it. This really is the way we get along.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t killed each other.”

      “We are, too,” Cordelia agreed. “Are you guys here for lunch or gossip today?”

      “Both,” Lilac answered, catching me off guard with her fortitude. “We’re here because Sarah Santiago is supposed to be working the lunch shift. We want to talk to her.”

      Cordelia’s expression was hard to read, and when she glanced toward the guests at other tables before nudging me over with her hip and forcing me to slide in, I thought things might get ugly. Instead, she merely seemed intrigued as she sat on the booth bench and locked gazes with Lilac. “Does this have something to do with Mark?”

      “No, we came all the way down here for our health,” Lilac said dryly. “This place really is a health hazard, by the way. When was the last time you cleaned this dump?”

      “Last night. I used your toothbrush.”

      “Ha, ha.” Lilac rolled her eyes. “Your wit astounds me.”

      “And your dippy nature astounds me.”

      “You both astound me,” I interrupted, my temper getting the better of me. “This isn’t the Old West. There’s no reason to threaten each other to a duel at high noon. We’re simply here to get some information.”

      Cordelia’s expression was thoughtful as she turned her full attention to me. “I guess that means the rumors are true, huh?”

      My mouth went dry. “What rumors?”

      “They’re true,” Lilac confirmed. “Mark broke into the lighthouse and attacked Hadley with an ax. She protected herself and he ended up dead.”

      My mouth dropped open and dumbfounded mortification washed over me. “Lilac,” I hissed. “Are you supposed to be telling people about that?”

      Cordelia patted my shoulder as she leaned back in the booth seat. It wasn’t a soothing gesture as much as a “there, there, you’re giving me a headache so you need to shut your mouth” gesture. “It’s fine. Everyone already knows.”

      “Define everyone,” I prodded.

      “Everyone,” Lilac and Cordelia said in unison.

      Lilac must have read the look on my face, because she took pity and squeezed out a smile. “Don’t worry about it. No one blames you.”

      “What about Sarah?” I challenged.

      “She may blame you,” Cordelia conceded. “But she’s the only one. She never saw her brother for what he really was. She couldn’t. It’s not personal.”

      That didn’t make me feel better. “What did you see when you looked at her brother?”

      “A man who had already lost the battle but didn’t realize it,” Cordelia replied. “You have to understand that Mark wasn’t always a loser. When we were in school, he was a few years ahead of us and he was easy on the eyes and fun to be around.”

      “She’s right,” Lilac said. “She’s wrong about most things, mind you, but not this.”

      “Stuff it,” Cordelia growled.

      “Both of you stuff it,” I ordered. I couldn’t tolerate another argument. I was finally getting a picture of Mark Santiago, and it wasn’t a pretty one. “When did Mark change?”

      “That’s a good question.” Lilac rubbed the back of her neck as she tilted her head to the side. “He was the big man on campus when we were in high school, but within a few years of graduation he was kind of a nobody.”

      “I’m guessing you guys had a different high school experience than I did,” I mused.

      “I think high school is the same everywhere,” Cordelia corrected. “Mark was a big athletic star, so he was extremely popular and girls threw themselves at him.”

      Something occurred to me. “What kind of star?” I looked through the tiki window opening to the rolling water off the beach. “You guys went to high school on an island. I’m guessing there weren’t bus rides to neighboring schools for football and basketball games.”

      “No, we didn’t have that,” Cordelia agreed. “I guess high school wasn’t exactly the same for us. I get what you were saying earlier.”

      “We had sporting events,” Lilac explained. “They were simply solo efforts. We had beach volleyball teams, for example, but everyone competed from the same school. We just broke into groups of twos. I was the island champion with my partner senior year.”

      Cordelia made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. “Because you cheated and purposely spiked the ball in my face so I wouldn’t be able to compete during the playoffs.”

      “That was an accident.” Lilac looked anything but innocent as she grinned at me. “I didn’t do that on purpose.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Cordelia rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows you did it on purpose.”

      “I think you’re the only one who thinks it, because you’re crazy,” Lilac corrected.

      I held up my hands to stop the sniping. “So Mark was popular in high school because he played beach volleyball. That’s what you’re saying, right?”

      Lilac and Cordelia shook their heads in unison.

      “Mark was popular because he was great at sailing, kayaking and paddle boarding,” Cordelia corrected. “We have different sports here, which you probably don’t get, but he was a big deal in high school.”

      “He was a couple years ahead of us, which Cordelia already mentioned, but there weren’t a lot of choices in our age group,” Lilac explained. “Everyone had a crush on him.”

      “Including us,” Cordelia interjected. “He was cute and hot, and everyone liked him.”

      I was lost again. “So what happened?”

      “Life happened,” Cordelia replied. “The things you find cool in high school aren’t necessarily the things you respect as an adult. Do you think exactly like you did in high school?”

      “No. I’ve gotten over letting random dudes feel me up under the bleachers,” I muttered.

      “Oh, that never goes out of style.” Lilac winked as I rolled my eyes. “Mark didn’t realize that his high school popularity wouldn’t carry over forever. He thought he’d continue to be a hero to the female masses despite the fact that he refused to hold down a job and often slept on the beach because his mother kicked him out of the house for refusing to work.”

      Things clicked into place. “He developed the drinking problem because he finally realized that he was never going to regain the popularity he lost, didn’t he?”

      Cordelia nodded. “He kept thinking that things would go back to the way they were, but he didn’t want to hold a job and he had a terrible drinking problem.”

      “I thought drinking was a way of life on an island.”

      “It is, but there are degrees of drinking,” Lilac explained. “What we did at your house was social drinking. Sure, you got completely drunk and slept with the island heartthrob, but that’s still normal behavior.”

      My cheeks burned as I lowered my gaze and stared at my glass of water.

      “Mark couldn’t quite come to grips with his drinking. Instead of controlling it, the addiction began to control him,” Lilac said. “It was sad, and people tried to intervene and help – people like Wesley, Booker and even Galen – but Mark was beyond help.”

      “It was really sad, but it became something we simply accepted,” Cordelia said. “Instead of walking to work in the morning and being sad because I saw Mark passed out on the beach I found I was relieved at a certain point because that meant he wasn’t dead.”

      “It may sound callous, but that’s how we all started thinking at some point,” Lilac said. “It wasn’t a question of if the drinking would claim him. It was a question of when.”

      That was unbelievably sad. “So you’re basically saying that he would pick up odd jobs for anyone because he was a slave to the bottle.”

      “Pretty much.” Cordelia agreed. “He couldn’t break free of the cycle, so eventually the cycle broke him. We tried to get him in rehab. Heck, we tried to come up with a schedule where he would always have a sober buddy for accountability purposes, but he fought every effort.”

      “Finally we gave up,” Lilac added. “It’s not nice to say or admit, but we couldn’t help. And beating ourselves up over something we couldn’t handle was eating away at us.”

      “We let Mark coast … and then sink,” Cordelia said. “It’s on all of us.”

      “It’s not on any of you,” I corrected, shaking my head. “He made his own decisions. You couldn’t force him to choose a life he didn’t want to live. It’s not fair to blame yourselves.”

      “He’s still dead,” Cordelia pointed out.

      “You didn’t cause his death.”

      “I want you to repeat that to yourself,” Lilac ordered, drawing my attention to her. “Do you think you can do that?”

      The question caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “Sarah is walking in the door right now, and you tend to have a martyr complex when it comes to Mark’s death,” Lilac replied. “Galen was right about you being a big baby. Hopefully your little tryst last night will have loosened you up a bit.”

      Cordelia narrowed her eyes, an odd expression passing over her face. She opened her mouth to say something, but she didn’t get a chance because Sarah spotted our trio in the corner the moment she walked through the door … and her face twisted into something ugly and grotesque when she recognized me.

      “And here we go,” Lilac muttered under her breath as Sarah stormed in our direction.

      Here we go indeed.
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      Sarah Santiago was all fire and fury as she stalked toward me. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides, and when she arrived at our table I was understandably thankful that Cordelia sat between us. I didn’t want to use Cordelia as a human shield, mind you, but I wasn’t above doing it if necessary. Cordelia was her boss, so I was hopeful that Sarah wouldn’t physically attack her.

      “What is she doing here?” Sarah hissed, her eyes lighting with malice.

      “Calm down,” Cordelia ordered, glancing around the bar before focusing her full attention on Sarah. “There’s no reason to get all worked up.”

      “No reason to get all worked up?” Sarah was practically apoplectic. “You have got to be kidding. She murdered my brother!”

      In my head I knew it was an emotional argument from a grieving sister, but the blow struck hard all the same. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize to her,” Lilac ordered, shaking her head. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Didn’t do anything wrong?” Sarah shrieked. “She killed Mark. He’s dead because of her!”

      “After your brother broke into her bedroom with an ax,” Lilac shot back. “What was she supposed to do? Do you think she should’ve laid there and let him kill her?”

      Sarah had the grace to look abashed, but only marginally. “I don’t believe that story,” she sniffed, crossing her arms over her chest. “I think something else happened.”

      “Like what?” Cordelia challenged. “She’s only been on the island for a few days. Apparently she worked fast in those few days – and might have used her magic for more than self-defense – but what motive would she have to kill your brother?”

      What was that supposed to mean? How did I work fast?

      “What motive would Mark have to go after her?” Sarah challenged.

      “Money,” Lilac answered without hesitation. “You know as well as anyone that he would do just about anything for money.”

      “He didn’t need money,” Sarah protested. “He was working for Wesley Durham.”

      “No, he wasn’t.” Lilac shook her head. “We went out there yesterday. Wesley fired him two months ago.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened. “But … Mark said he was working out there.”

      “Mark said a lot of things,” Cordelia argued. “Very little of which was true. I’m not saying everything Hadley here says is true – and a lot of it is outright nonsense – but she had absolutely no motive to kill your brother. What could she possibly gain from it?”

      I was starting to think that Cordelia wasn’t happy with my presence in her bar. I wasn’t exactly sure when her mood shifted, but it was obvious she and I weren’t going to suddenly become best friends.

      “Maybe she wanted to steal from him,” Sarah suggested.

      “Steal what?” Lilac’s eyebrows flew up her forehead. “Mark didn’t have any money. He broke into her house. He had an ax!”

      “But he had no reason to go after her,” Sarah protested.

      “Someone clearly paid him to do it,” Cordelia supplied. “Do you know who he had been in contact with before his death?”

      “Just Wesley.”

      My stomach twisted at what she was insinuating. “Why would Wesley want to go after me?”

      “Maybe to get the lighthouse,” Sarah suggested, rubbing her hands together as she warmed to the topic. “He lived there with May a long time ago, when they were married. Everyone says she’s the one who wanted the divorce. Maybe he found out that she was going to leave the lighthouse to Hadley and he freaked.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” I shook my head. “He didn’t seem all that interested in the lighthouse when we visited.”

      “Plus, that theory doesn’t free your brother from the specter of any wrongdoing,” Cordelia pointed out. “That only makes him look guiltier. It would mean Wesley lied about Mark working for him and that he paid Mark to attack his own granddaughter.

      “Now, he might’ve realized his granddaughter was a total slut and wanted to make sure she didn’t do any further damage to the family name, but that doesn’t mean Mark wasn’t involved,” she continued. “No matter how you look at it, Mark was in the wrong in this situation.”

      Okay, that was definitely weird. I tilted my head to the side and fixed my gaze on Cordelia’s profile. “Do you have something you want to say to me?”

      Cordelia’s expression shifted from pragmatic to innocent. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She slid out of the booth and rested her hands on Sarah’s shoulders. “Listen, I understand you’re upset. There was a time when you and Mark were really close. But you can’t deny what he became over the years. That’s not fair to him or yourself.”

      “I’m not denying that he had difficulties,” Sarah argued. “He did. But we were working on them. He was going to beat it.”

      Cordelia made a sympathetic clucking sound with her tongue. “He couldn’t beat it. He was too far gone. You know that.”

      “But he was going to try.” Sarah’s eyes filled with tears. “He told me he was going to try. He wouldn’t just make that up.”

      “He made up stuff all the time,” Lilac argued. “He told me he was going to buy the hotel and that he buried money in the woods to cover the purchase. Are you saying that was true?”

      Sarah looked caught. “No. It’s just … why go after her?” She jerked her thumb in my direction. “Why is she so special?”

      “We’re all trying to figure that out,” Cordelia replied, tucking a strand of Sarah’s hair behind her ear. “Apparently she has magical powers that will suck every man in the area into her web. It’s definitely something to be concerned about.”

      Okay, that did it. “What is your deal?” I snapped, my temper getting the better of me. “I don’t understand why you’re attacking me. I don’t even know you.”

      Cordelia was back to looking innocent. “Who said I was attacking you?”

      “I do.” I raised my hand for emphasis. “You’ve said three passive-aggressive things in a row. You weren’t going out of your way to be friendly at the beginning, but you weren’t attacking me either. Now you’re attacking me.”

      “I am not.”

      “You are, too.”

      “I am not.”

      I looked to Lilac for help. “She is, right?”

      Lilac nodded without hesitation. “She’s totally upset. It’s because of something I said, though.”

      Wait … she knew why Cordelia was upset. When did this happen? “What did you say?”

      “What doesn’t she say?” Cordelia muttered, turning her eyes to the ceiling. “I’m not angry about anything. Can we give it a rest?”

      “Obviously not,” I shot back. “You’re saying weird things. It’s like you have the world’s weirdest case of Tourette’s.”

      Cordelia’s eyes filled with fire. “Excuse me?”

      Sarah grabbed Cordelia’s arm in solidarity. “See. She is crazy. She went after my brother. You see it now, right?”

      Cordelia offered Sarah a pitying look. “I’m not going to pretend I like her – she’s a big slut, after all – but she didn’t kill your brother out of malice. There’s absolutely no realistic reason she’d do that.”

      Sarah’s lips curved down. “But … .”

      “I am not a big a slut,” I argued, ignoring the fact that I’d been feeling exactly that way for the past two hours. “Why would you even say that?”

      “Oh, I can read between the lines,” Cordelia snapped. “You slept with Galen. You’d have to be a big slut to do that.”

      “Why would she have to be a slut to do that?” Lilac asked, genuinely confused. “You’ve been trying to do it since we were in high school. Does that make you a big slut, too? Or is it that she actually succeeded when you’ve done nothing but fail? That’s it, isn’t it?” Lilac’s expression sparked with triumph. “You’re a big, jealous hater. That’s what you’ve always been, Cordelia. That’s why you went after me when I snagged Jeff Haskins at the clambake senior year.”

      “You got naked to do it,” Cordelia barked. “Only a slut would do that.”

      “Who cares about who’s a slut?” Sarah challenged. “This one is a murderer.” She reached around Cordelia, taking me by surprise when she grabbed a handful of my hair. “Why did you kill my brother?”

      I instinctively slapped out at her hands. “I didn’t mean to do it. He took me by surprise.”

      “To be fair, she didn’t even realize she was a witch until it happened,” Lilac offered, raising a finger when Cordelia moved in her direction. “I will slap you silly if you try anything with me.”

      I had no idea how it happened, but I was in the middle of a girl fight. I couldn’t remember being in a girl fight – with actual hair pulling and other stuff – since elementary school.

      “This is really undignified.” I made a whimpering sound as I tried to pull away, which only made Sarah grip my hair tighter. “Let go!”

      “You killed my brother,” Sarah bellowed. “I want to make a citizen’s arrest.”

      “You’ve always been a slut, Lilac,” Cordelia charged. “I see you’re already turning your new best friend into one. That’s so … tacky.”

      “You’re tacky,” Lilac hissed. “You’re a tacky and jealous whore, and you’ve always been bad for the island’s reputation.”

      “That hurts.” I grabbed Sarah’s wrist, my temper flashing. “Let go or I’ll make you let go.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Sarah argued. “I’m making a citizen’s arrest and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “I said let go!” I screeched the words, something ripping free from inside of me at the same moment. After the fact, I would have trouble giving words to the feelings and emotion surrounding the event, but it was as if another being hiding inside of me broke out to wreak havoc on the bar. That was the only way I could describe it.

      My anger bubbled up and burst forth, a bright light flashing as Sarah screamed and jerked back her hand. Cordelia’s eyes widened to comical proportions as she fixed her full attention on me. Lilac happily clapped.

      “That was impressive,” Lilac said. “May would be so proud.”

      I had no idea if that were true, but I teetered to the side a bit as I tried to regain my focus. “What was that?”

      “That was you,” Cordelia muttered, shaking her head as she flicked a gaze toward a terrified Sarah. “I guess, in addition to being a big slut, you’re powerful, too. Well … this just bites.”

      

      “DOES SOMEONE WANT to tell me what’s going on?”

      Galen arrived ten minutes later, someone calling 911 to alert him to a chick fight at the beach tiki bar. He looked beyond frustrated when he strolled inside, his gaze bouncing between faces before focusing on me.

      “What happened to you?” He hurried to my side, tilting my chin so he could stare into my eyes. “She looks drunk. Have you guys been drinking? It’s not even noon, for crying out loud.”

      Lilac and Cordelia shook their heads in unison.

      “We haven’t been drinking,” Lilac replied. “Hadley is wiped out from using magic. She’s already feeling weird, so don’t make a big deal about it.”

      Galen was incredulous as he lowered himself so we were at eye level. “You used your magic again? I would’ve thought you’d be too wiped after last night.”

      I couldn’t believe he was bringing that up – and in front of Cordelia. She would think I was an even bigger slut than she already did.

      “Oh, that’s nice.” Cordelia made a face. “This really hasn’t been my day. In fact, it’s been an awful day. I’m sick to death of all you people.”

      “Right back at you,” Lilac shot back. “I’m thinking of forming a club of people who are sick to death of you.”

      “I’m going to make a citizen’s arrest of my own,” Cordelia warned. “I’m going to lock you up for being a public nuisance.”

      “I’m going to lock all of you up for being a nuisance,” Galen snapped, squeezing my knee before turning his furious countenance to Cordelia and Lilac. “What’s going on? And what happened to Hadley’s hair?”

      My hair? I instinctively reached up and ran three fingers through the gathered mess. Sarah really did a number on it when she decided to give it a good, hard tug.

      “Sarah pulled Hadley’s hair,” Lilac volunteered.

      Galen’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      “She murdered my brother,” Sarah barked, cradling her wrist. “She murdered him, and I want her arrested.”

      “I see.” Galen cast me one more worried look before crossing over to Sarah. He gently tugged at her hand so he could see the area she was trying to protect. “This looks burned.”

      “She did it!” Sarah looked like a crazy person as she pointed, as if we were in Salem and they were about to start hanging witches. “She burned me.”

      “Uh-huh.” Galen didn’t look all that worried. “Why did she do it?”

      “Because she’s evil,” Sarah replied.

      “That’s not why,” Lilac protested. “Sarah was pulling her hair and Hadley warned her to let go and then it was like something just kind of … I don’t know … whooshed through the room.”

      Galen cocked a curious eyebrow. “Whooshed?”

      “It was a magical wave,” Cordelia supplied, offering up a pretty smile for Galen’s benefit. “Whatever it was built inside of her and then vented. I can usually sense these things, but it happened quickly.”

      “Hmm.” Galen’s expression was thoughtful as he turned to me. “Do you feel sick? Wiped out?”

      “More shaky than anything,” I replied, staring at my quivering fingers. “It’s weird.”

      “Try this.” Galen grabbed an orange from the counter and handed it to me. “This should help even you out.”

      “An orange?” I accepted the fruit and stared at it. “Are oranges magical and nobody told me?”

      “No. They’re just good for you and should even out your blood sugar.” Galen patted my shoulder before turning back to Sarah. “Why did you pull her hair?”

      Sarah still seethed. “She killed my brother.”

      “Your brother tried to kill her first,” Galen argued. “She protected herself. You can’t blame her for what happened.”

      “Well, I do blame her,” Sarah sniffed. “I don’t believe my brother would go after a woman under any circumstances. He doesn’t even know this one. He was a drunk, not a killer.”

      “He was a drunk who would do anything for a dime,” Galen corrected. “As for you not believing he would do it, believe it. I was there right after it happened. I saw her bedroom. He was in the lighthouse for the express purpose of killing Hadley.”

      “Why were you near the lighthouse in the middle of the night?” Cordelia queried.

      “I was checking the property.”

      “For what?” Cordelia’s expression turned dark. “Were you checking to see if the inhabitant was wearing panties?”

      Galen furrowed his brow. “No. I … what do panties have to do with anything?”

      “Nothing,” I answered hurriedly, mortified to think our private business would be discussed in public … again. It was bad enough we would have to discuss it ourselves in a few hours. I so wasn’t looking forward to that.

      “Cordelia is jealous,” Lilac interjected.

      “I am not!” Cordelia’s hands landed on her narrow hips. “You take that back, you slut!”

      Lilac ignored her. “Cordelia was perfectly pleasant – er, well, at least for her – until she found out you and Hadley did the naked dance of our ancestors last night. Then she turned into a monster and got all passive aggressive. It’s so annoying.”

      “I can see that.” Galen’s expression twisted as he rubbed the back of his neck. “And she turned mean because … .”

      “She knows you and Hadley had sex last night.”

      “Oh, geez!” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “Did you have to bring it up in public? I told you that in private.”

      “You may have only known me for only a few days, but you should be well aware by this point that I’m not capable of being quiet,” Lilac argued pragmatically. “If you want something kept secret, you can’t tell me. It’s an island rule.”

      “She’s right,” Cordelia said, feigning brightness. “So, do you want to explain yourself, Galen?”

      “What I do in my private life is none of your business, Cordelia.” Galen’s voice was flat, firm even. I could feel his eyes on me, but refused to lock gazes with him. I was too embarrassed. “Hadley, maybe we should talk.”

      That sounded like the last thing I wanted to do. It was bad enough we’d slept together and I didn’t remember it. If I had to listen to him explain to me why it was a mistake I’d be mortified for the rest of my life. I already knew it was a mistake. I didn’t need him to refer to it that way.

      “Actually, um, I need a little air,” I said, struggling to refrain from touching him as I got to my feet and skirted around his muscular frame. “I don’t feel well, and I need a few minutes without people staring at me.”

      “Okay, but … .” Galen forced my eyes briefly to him by making a small throat-clearing sound. “We need to talk. If you need air, I get it. Don’t wander away. I’ll be out there in a few minutes.”

      That sounded absolutely terrible. I didn’t let him know what I was thinking, instead faking enthusiasm as I nodded. “Sounds good. I’ll be right outside.”

      I would definitely be outside. Right outside of Cordelia’s tiki bar? Not a chance. I needed to make an escape, and Galen’s distraction would give me just enough time to do it.

      “Take your time.”
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      I had no intention of waiting outside for Galen. Leaving Lilac behind could be considered rude, but I knew she’d understand. I needed to get away from it all, which was funny because I now lived on an island that people visited to “get away from it all.”

      I lucked out while walking the beach, spotting Booker’s bus in the main parking lot. I hurried in that direction, searching the area before following the sound of pounding and discovering him on top of the visitor center’s roof.

      “What are you doing?”

      Booker shifted so he could stare down at me. The visitor’s center was only one story, but he looked very far away when our eyes locked. “What are you doing? I heard you got into a chick fight at Cordelia’s place, by the way. Nice job.” He flashed a sarcastic thumbs-up that caused my stomach to twist.

      “How could you possibly know that?” I didn’t bother to hide my frustration. “It happened, like, thirty minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, but Todd Hamilton was in the bar when it went down. He said there were bras flying everywhere.” Booker’s smile was mischievous. “Sorry I missed it.”

      “No bras were flying.” I wrinkled my nose, irritation bubbling up. “Speaking of that, I need to borrow your bus.”

      Whatever Booker expected me to say, it wasn’t that. “I’m sorry?” His expression remained neutral for the most part, but I didn’t miss the way his eyebrows edged up. “What does my bus have to do with bras?”

      “Absolutely nothing, but I was tired of waiting for an appropriate transition,” I replied. “I need to get out of here for a little bit and you’re the only person I know who has a vehicle.”

      “Yes, and it’s a vehicle I need.”

      “I’m not going to wreck it.”

      Booker didn’t look convinced. “Do you know how to drive?”

      “Of course.”

      “Sometimes I’m surprised you can walk, so I’m not sure I believe that.”

      He was either trying to get under my skin or hide the fact that he was a bit sexist. I had no idea which. “Can I borrow your bus or not?”

      “Well … .” Booker broke off, rubbing his chin as he debated. “Why can’t you borrow Galen’s truck?”

      Because I’m hiding from Galen. I couldn’t say that, though. It would open the door to questions I was not inclined to answer. “Because I found you first.”

      “Aren’t I lucky.” Booker made a face. “Where are you going?”

      “Where do you think I’m going? I only know about one place away from this stupid city. I have no intention of going on an adventure, so … I’m going there.”

      Booker remained unconvinced. “Maybe you could call him and ask him to come to you. He has a truck.”

      He did, but since I made the decision to escape on a whim that seemed counterintuitive. “Fine.” I threw my hands in the air. “I’m sorry I asked.” I moved to stomp away, but Booker stopped me with a whistle before I traveled far.

      He was on his feet, and I watched as he dug in his pocket before tossing his key ring in my direction. “I’m not doing this because of your little meltdown. I want you to know that.”

      “Then why are you doing it?”

      “Because I think you and Wesley need to talk alone for both of you to be comfortable with your newfound relationship. I think it will be good for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Booker winked, his mischievous smile back. “Just for the record, you might want to fix your hair. It looks as if you’ve taken a hard tumble, and I’m sure the gossip will have made it out to the farm before you get there. I would hate for Wesley to assume Galen did that.”

      “Ugh.” I twisted my features into a hateful scowl. “How do you people know things so fast on this island? Is there a magical gossip trail I know nothing about?”

      Booker nodded, catching me off guard.

      “There is?”

      “It’s all the females on the island,” Booker explained. “They can’t stop yapping.”

      Now I knew he was being sexist. “We’re going to talk about that assumption when I get back.” I waved the keys for emphasis. “Thank you for this.”

      “Don’t mention it … and don’t take all day,” Booker ordered. “I have things to do, too.”

      “I won’t be long. I just … I have some questions.”

      “Of course you do. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t.”

      I wasn’t so sure I was human any longer, but that was hardly something to focus on given the time constraints. “I won’t be long.”

      He grinned. “I’ll see what gossip I can gather by the time you get back.”

      “Great. Just what I need, more gossip.”

      

      THE FARM LOOKED quiet when I parked in front of the house, struggling with the stick shift to get it in the correct gear four times before killing the engine. I was thankful the driveway wasn’t on an incline when I finally finished, because I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure I knew what I was doing.

      When I climbed out of the bus, I found Wesley sitting on his front porch. He had a pitcher of iced tea sitting on a small table and a pipe in his hand.

      “I figured you’d come.” Wesley smiled. “You were quicker than I thought.”

      “I had to get out of town for a few hours,” I admitted sheepishly, keeping my head down as I climbed the porch steps. “This is the only place I know that exists outside of the main town.”

      “There are many other points of interest on Moonstone Bay,” Wesley explained, pouring a glass of iced tea and handing it to me. “You’ll discover them yourself when the time is right.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “It’s not ominous. It’s just … everyone on this island is weird. Did you know there are mud pits out on the far side of the island and people actually pay to sit in them?”

      That was news to me. “No, but a mud bath is supposed to be great for your pores.”

      “There’s mud over there.” Wesley pointed toward a spot on the other side of the driveway. “Go roll around in that if you’re interested. It’s free.”

      I couldn’t hide my chuckle as I shook my head, staring at the eave offering us shade. “I need to ask you something,” I ventured after a few minutes of silence. “You’re probably not going to like it, but I still need to know.”

      “You want to know why I never contacted you.”

      “Well, yes, but that’s not the question. Sarah Santiago brought up the fact that you might’ve wanted me dead because you wanted the lighthouse. I just … that’s not true, right?”

      One of Wesley’s sparkplug eyebrows winged up as he regarded me. “I have trouble believing anyone who shares my genes would drive out to a farm in the middle of nowhere to meet with a man she thinks might be a potential killer.”

      “It’s not that,” I said hurriedly, pressing the iced tea glass to my forehead to ward off the heat. “It’s just … Sarah seemed certain that you wanted the lighthouse. Everyone seems certain that the lighthouse is some big prize. I’m afraid I’m missing something.”

      “You’re missing a lot, girlie, but it’s not your fault.” Wesley stretched his long legs in front of him as he reclined in the chair. “For the record, I have no interest in killing you.”

      “That was only half of the question,” I pointed out.

      “Are you asking if I want the lighthouse?”

      I chewed my bottom lip and nodded, something about the expression causing Wesley to smile.

      “Your mother used to make that face when she was younger,” Wesley noted, his voice taking on a wistful quality. “You remind me of her.”

      “I’ve seen photographs,” I argued. “I don’t really look like her.”

      “You’re a mixture,” Wesley corrected. “You have your mother’s bone structure … and my eyes. You have a few of your mother’s mannerisms.”

      “I never knew her to compare.”

      “Which is a shame.” Wesley took me by surprise when he reached over and patted my hand. It was the first tactile contact we’d managed since meeting. “I should probably start from the beginning for your benefit?”

      I held my hands palms up and shrugged. “You can start wherever you want.”

      “I’ll start with May.” Wesley pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, perhaps centering himself, and then launched into his tale. “I fell in love with her the moment I saw her. Your grandmother was a fiery woman. She had a mouth like … well, back in my day women didn’t talk like your grandmother.”

      “She was bossy?”

      “She swore like a drunken trucker after a three-day bender,” Wesley corrected. “She was also funny, bright, and beautiful and she had a smile that always made me happy to see her. We dated only a month before getting married.”

      “Wasn’t that kind of the norm back then?”

      Wesley’s eyes twinkled. “Do you mean back in the olden days?”

      “I wouldn’t put it in that rude of a manner, but kind of.”

      “It was normal. We had a blissful two years, a time that included the birth of your mother, and then reality set in. We might’ve loved each other – heck, we always loved each other – but living together was another story.”

      “So you divorced because you couldn’t live together?” That sounded rough. “You mentioned that you didn’t go after the lighthouse when you divorced. If the property is as important as everyone seems to think, why not?”

      “Because that lighthouse was part of your grandmother’s family history,” Wesley replied. “I probably could’ve gone after it, forced her to sign it over or sell it, but I had no interest in that. Even when we divorced I was trying to find a way to make things work.”

      “You never did, huh? That’s too bad.”

      “No, I did.” Wesley’s smirk was playful. “We divorced and only saw each other about once a week. We lived in separate homes, ran separate businesses and fought six days a week. On the seventh day – usually a Sunday – we rested.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “Are you saying … ?”

      “That your grandmother and I pretended to be married on Sundays but no other day of the week?” Wesley nodded. “Yes.”

      “Holy crap! Did everyone on the island know?”

      “Everyone on this island knows everything,” Wesley answered. “That’s how I know you’ve already hooked up with Galen. You move a little fast for my taste – I’d hoped to impart some of my wisdom before you got that far – but he’s a good choice. The boy has always been strong, and he has an impeccable set of ethics.”

      My cheeks colored under his studied gaze. “I don’t really want to talk about that. No offense, you seem like a nice guy and I’m, like, ninety percent sure you don’t want to kill me, but I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Ah, you’re a prude. Good to know.”

      I balked. “I’m not a prude.”

      “Only a prude would say that.” Wesley chuckled as he tapped his foot on the deck. “You remind me of your mother that way, too.”

      He seemed happy to reminisce about her, which opened the door for another set of questions. “Didn’t you ever want to see me?” It was a difficult question, but I needed to ask it. I wouldn’t be able to let it go otherwise.

      “We did want to see you,” Wesley countered. “In fact, we talked about it quite frequently.”

      “On your Sunday sex days?”

      “Yes.”

      I briefly covered my eyes. “I think I’m going to have nightmares picturing that.”

      “Then don’t picture it.” Wesley was in a pragmatic frame of mind. “Honey, we loved your mother. We raised her to be her own person. We raised her to be strong. We wanted her to be the sort of person who didn’t care what others thought. Unfortunately for us, she did exactly what we raised her to do and made her own decisions.”

      “You mean marrying my father, don’t you?”

      “We expected her to return to the island,” Wesley explained. “We didn’t know about your father until she decided to marry him. They’d only been dating a few weeks, and we knew it was a mistake. We tried talking to her about it, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “You said you married after a few weeks,” I pointed out. “Would you have listened if your parents tried to talk you out of it?”

      “My mother did try to talk me out of it. Didn’t work,” Wesley said. “The thing is, marrying a mortal is frowned upon. Paranormal cultures all over the world do it, and even though Moonstone Bay is progressive in some ways, it’s not in others.”

      “So you didn’t want her to marry Dad because he wasn’t magical?”

      “No offense to your father, because he seems to have done a good job raising you, but I wouldn’t have picked him for my little girl no matter what,” Wesley said. “I thought she deserved more. She felt differently.”

      “So you didn’t talk to her either, huh?”

      “That was a mistake.” Wesley fixed his eyes on me. “I shouldn’t have fought with her and I definitely shouldn’t have fallen out of touch. In the back of my mind I had time, you see. I had time to make things right. The thing is, I really didn’t.”

      Wesley broke off, clearing his throat as he fought the emotion storming his face. “We found out about you the same time we heard that our daughter was dead. It was a difficult time, to say the least.”

      “Did you blame me?”

      “No, honey.” The look on Wesley’s face was firm enough that I believed him. “That doesn’t mean we weren’t broken hearted. It’s just … we didn’t know what to do. We didn’t have rights where you were concerned. We thought about trying to push your father, but that seemed unfair. He was grieving, after all. We all were.”

      “So you did nothing,” I mused.

      “No, we gave your father a few years to get settled and then we went to him regularly with requests to see you,” Wesley corrected. “He always turned us down. I can’t say I blame him. I probably would’ve turned us down, too. It was still frustrating.

      “You see, we wanted a life with you, but your father worried that we would try to indoctrinate you into this life,” he continued. “No matter how much we promised not to do that, he wouldn’t budge.”

      “I’m kind of angry with him right now,” I admitted, sipping my iced tea and wiping the cool condensation against my cheek before continuing. “He never told me any of this. He acted surprised when May’s will showed up. I believe he told me only because he was legally required to do so.”

      “I won’t make excuses for the man,” Wesley said. “Part of me hates him because I’m just now meeting you. But when I put myself in his shoes I can’t help but wonder if I wouldn’t have done the same.”

      “Really?” I didn’t bother hiding my surprise. “Why?”

      “You were safe and you were all he had left of your mother,” Wesley replied. “I think he truly loved your mother, and her death leveled him. It takes a strong man to pick up the pieces and raise a child on his own. That’s what he did.

      “He never remarried as far as I heard,” he continued. “That means he did all the work where you’re concerned on his own. That’s worth some respect in my book.”

      It was strange – and oddly refreshing – to hear him say that. “He didn’t date when I was a kid, but he does now. His most recent girlfriend is younger than I am.”

      Wesley shrugged. “Is that bad?”

      “Um … yes.”

      Wesley snorted. “You’re cute. I’m glad I’m going to get the chance to spend some time with you.”

      “I’m glad, too.” I flashed a genuine smile. “Why didn’t you come to see me as soon as I arrived?”

      “I wanted you to get settled,” Wesley replied. “I figured May’s ghost would pay a visit and explain the big things to you. I’m not a witch, although I have a bit of mage in my blood. Your mother seemed to inherit only witchy abilities from May, which I was fine with. May was always stronger than me. We figured you would inherit only witchy genes from your mother, so it only made sense to let May explain.”

      “I burned a woman today,” I blurted out, worry getting the better of me. “She was pulling my hair and something kind of clawed out and burned her.”

      “Sarah Santiago?”

      I knit my eyebrows. “How did you know?”

      “One of my farmhands was in the bar having lunch when it happened,” Wesley explained. “I figured you’d make your way out here by the end of the day.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need answers and I’m the only person alive you think you can get them from,” Wesley said. “That’s not true. If you have questions you need answered right away, Galen can do it. He’s a good guy to have on your side … although we’re going to have a talk about the rest of it.”

      My furious blush was back. “I said I didn’t want to talk about that.”

      “I’m your grandfather. It’s my job to embarrass you.”

      “You’re doing a good job.”

      “Thank you.” Wesley beamed as he watched me shake my head. “Now drink your tea and I’ll give you a tour of the farm. This will be yours one day, after all.”

      I stilled, dumbfounded. “Seriously? I already have a lighthouse that I don’t know what to do with.”

      “It’s your lucky day.”

      “I didn’t feel that way this morning, but I do now.”

      “Then come on.” Wesley grunted as he got to his feet. “Let’s take a look around, shall we? There’s more to this island than beaches and muscle-bound sheriffs playing beach blanket lothario.”

      It took me a moment to grasp what he was saying. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      “That’s okay. I can talk for the both of us.”

      I believed him.
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      I stayed longer than I should have, the tour of the farm serving as entertainment and a way for me to bond with a grandfather I didn’t even know I had. I didn’t have Booker’s phone number with me, so Wesley took it upon himself to call the jack-of-all-trades and explain my lateness. Apparently Booker didn’t care, and said he’d pick up the bus at the lighthouse in the morning.

      By the time I hit the road it was dark. I wasn’t particularly nervous about making the trek back to town – it was a straight shot, after all – until I realized there were no streetlights on the highway. I wasn’t used to that. In the Detroit area, even in the suburbs, there were lights on every corner. The highway heading back to Moonstone Bay was absolutely desolate and I couldn’t shake the creepy feeling that I was about to lose myself in a horror movie if I wasn’t careful.

      I slowed my pace. The signs said I could go sixty miles an hour, but that seemed too fast given the winding road. I decreased my speed to forty and still felt as if I was flying around a few curves.

      I shouldn’t have stayed so late, I chastised myself. Next time I’d make sure to leave long before the sun set. The darkness was too much. I kept expecting masked serial killers to leap out of the nearby trees and throw themselves at the dated bus. My imagination ran wild … and then I saw a flash of something in the road and reacted instinctively.

      Whatever it was moved on the left, so I swerved right, dipping into the ditch. I thought I was going fast enough to pop out on the other side, but the old bus didn’t have much “get up and go,” so it stalled, the wheels spinning helplessly as I tried to navigate back to the road.

      I pressed my lips together and peered through the window, looking for a hint of whatever I’d seen in the road. It had been a brief flash of movement, nothing more. For all I knew it could be an animal. I didn’t see anything, yet I wasn’t in the mood to climb out of the bus and search the area on my own. I’d seen too many horror movies to fall for that.

      I forced myself to remain calm and shifted the bus into reverse, slowly pushing on the accelerator. The tires spun helplessly, refusing to gain traction. I was well and truly stuck now, half of the bus’s front end hanging in a ditch that I couldn’t back out of.

      “Well, crap.”

      Now what?

      I reached over to the passenger seat and felt around until I found my cell phone. The battery bar glowed red, which meant that I didn’t have much juice left. Worse than that, I had absolutely no service bars showing. I punched in 911 anyway and pressed the phone to my ear. Other than a brief error message, I got nothing.

      “Son of a … !”

      I slapped my hands against the steering wheel and debated my options. I was essentially halfway between Wesley’s farm and town. That meant at least ten miles of walking in either direction. I hadn’t seen another vehicle during my drive out to the farm or my ride back, so the odds of someone else finding me were slim.

      I had no idea what to do.

      Ultimately, I realized I had no choice. I would have to pick a direction and start walking. It might take me four or five hours to get to a destination, but it obviously made more sense to head toward town. At least that way I could eventually see the lights on the horizon.

      I pocketed my phone and grabbed my cross-body purse, slipping it over my head and pocketing the keys before slamming the bus door shut. This was not the way I envisioned my night going. I thought I’d be able to sneak back to the lighthouse, turn off all of the lights and lock the doors before Galen showed up for our serious talk. It wasn’t a mature reaction, but I wasn’t sure how much more maturity I could muster in one day.

      I set a brisk pace that I knew I wouldn’t be able to maintain, but fear was a motivator. I heard scuffling in the underbrush occasionally, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. I rationalized that it was probably animals. Islands have animals, right? I pictured fluffy bunnies and slow tortoises.

      That wasn’t so bad.

      Then my mind shifted to the horror movie Anaconda and I couldn’t help wondering if the island was littered with giant snakes. Then I thought of the movie Turistas, when the natives went crazy and wanted to hack people for … well, I have no idea. I think it was body parts, but I couldn’t really remember. Then my mind drifted to a really bad zombie movie in which an entire island was taken over by zombies, which made me realize Moonstone Bay already had zombies.

      It took me fifteen minutes to cover a good bit of ground, and I wanted to break into a run. If I thought I could run in flip-flops I probably would’ve given it a go. I didn’t have much time to dwell on it, because the sound of a larger animal crashing in the growth to my right caught my attention, causing me to jerk my head in that direction.

      My heart pounded, sweat slicked my palms, and my mind revolted against what I thought I saw. I couldn’t be sure. The movement was fleeting, but I swear I caught sight of a pair of yellow eyes flashing to life only nine or ten feet from me.

      I ceased all forward momentum and slowly let my eyes drift from one side of the road to the other. I’ve never been one for believing I can sense the presence of a malevolent force or anything, but I was certain I wasn’t alone.

      “Who’s out there?” My voice cracked as I fought the urge to curl into a ball and hide in the ditch.

      The answering sound was enough to make my blood run cold, a low growl emanating from a spot far too close.

      “Oh, my … .” I bit off a whimper when the yellow eyes flashed again, this time only three feet away. I ran, my body reacting even though my head couldn’t wrap itself around what I saw.

      My breath came in ragged gasps, and footfalls echoed behind me, although they appeared to be punctuated by nails clicking against the asphalt.

      I could feel the unseen force closing the distance and exhaling warm air on the back of my neck, and then I saw it.

      At first I thought it was my imagination. Perhaps I envisioned someone racing to my rescue while I was really a hundred feet back getting my throat ripped out. My mind couldn’t handle that, so it went to a different place. That made sense, right?

      The vehicle was almost on top of me before it slowed, the headlights blinding me as someone opened the driver’s side door and climbed out. I couldn’t help but wonder if I was in even more danger now. I had no idea who was stopping. It could be an evil madman … or a snake shifter, for all I knew. Hey, if they have shark shifters they probably have snake shifters.

      Then I heard a familiar voice and my heart leapt as I threw myself at the figure.

      “Hadley?”

      “Galen?” I was crying when I buried my face in his chest.

      He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close as he ran his hand down the back of my head. “What happened?”

      “There’s something out there,” I whispered, my lower lip trembling.

      Galen’s body stiffened “What kind of something?”

      “I just saw yellow eyes.”

      Galen licked his lips, taking a moment to decide. “Okay. Get in the truck.”

      I fought when he tried to push me inside, but he was too strong. “What are you doing? Come with me. Let’s leave.”

      “I just want to look around.” Galen forced a tight smile. “You’ll be safe in the truck. Now get in.” He gave me another shove, hoisting me inside and slamming the door shut before I could mount another argument.

      “Don’t leave me here,” Galen warned, wagging a finger. He flashed what I’m sure he considered a reassuring smile before stepping into the blazing lights in front of the truck.

      I watched as he tilted his head to the side and lifted his nose to the air, my heart skipping a beat when I realized his mannerisms reminded me of a very specific animal. It was only then that the obvious question hit me. If all of the residents and workers on Moonstone Bay were paranormal creatures, what did that mean about Galen?

      I didn’t get a chance to ponder the question for long. Galen clearly heard something in the brush toward the left side of the road. I lowered the window a crack so I could listen, cringing at the unmistakable howl ripping through the night air.

      “What was that?” I hissed. “Was that a … wolf?”

      I barely got the question out before Galen’s body began to shift. It had to be a trick of the light or something. There could be no other explanation. The transformation happened so quickly, though, that when Galen’s wolf form hopped away from the shorts and shirt piled on the ground I was left with nothing but my abject hysteria to comfort me.

      I heard snarling … and snapping jaws … and an exaggerated whine when some sort of canine was terribly hurt. I couldn’t see the fight. I couldn’t register what I’d seen when Galen leaned over and planted his hands on the ground, his back contorting higher as his fingers elongated and … no, thinking about it was too much.

      Oh, holy hell! What is going on with this freaking island?

      

      I COULD HAVE driven away. Galen left the truck running, and after a few minutes of listening to growling and howling I was more than ready to put some distance between myself and whatever was going on within the shadows.

      I wasn’t so far gone that I could consider leaving Galen behind, though. He saved me from whatever was out there. If he hadn’t shown up … I don’t even want to think about what would’ve happened.

      I was just about to do something infinitely stupid – people everywhere would’ve been screaming at their screens to stop me if I was trapped in a horror movie – but a dark figure appeared in the headlights before I could.

      My heart seized at the sudden movement, and I gripped the steering wheel, debating putting the truck in drive so I could run over the stranger before I recognized Galen’s strong shoulders. He barely spared me a glance as he leaned over in front of the truck, shrugging into his shorts and hanging his shirt over his arm before moving to the door.

      He stared at me through the glass for a very long time, perhaps ascertaining if I was about to freak out. Finally, he tugged on the door, and when it wouldn’t open he merely arched an eyebrow. “Are you going to unlock it?”

      The simple question snapped me back to reality. I fumbled with the controls on the panel before finally managing to do what he wanted. Galen was careful when he opened the door, making no sudden moves to close the distance between us. Now that I could see him under the dome light I realized he had a gash across his cheek and another, much deeper slash, across his sculpted abdomen.

      I openly gaped at the wound. “Do you need to go to the hospital?” I asked, my voice sounding breathy and unnatural.

      “I’ll be fine.” Galen captured my fingers before they could graze over the wound. “Are you okay?”

      I snapped my eyes up to his, the terror and fear from only moments before returning. “You’re a shifter.”

      “I am,” Galen confirmed, his lips curving. “How do you feel about that?”

      I was struck dumb by the question. “You turned into a wolf. Or, wait, was that some sort of dog? It looked like a wolf. I’ve lived in Michigan all my life, but the only wolves I saw were in the zoo. I guess you could be a dog.”

      “I’m a wolf.” Galen’s smile was kind, his patience apparently never ending. “Do you have questions?”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded.

      “What are they?” Galen prodded.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I murmured, my mind threatening to shut down. “I just … what happened? What was out there?”

      “It was another wolf shifter, but I couldn’t get close enough to figure out who.”

      “I heard one of you cry out.”

      “Yes, well, there might’ve been a bit of chasing and our friend fell down an incline. I’m guessing he hurt himself, but I can’t be sure.”

      “He? How can you be sure it’s a man?”

      “I can’t, but that’s my assumption.”

      “Because only a man would do something like stalk a woman along an abandoned road after dark?” I asked.

      “No, because I simply believe it was a man.” Galen gestured toward the passenger seat, making small shooing motions with his hands to get me to slide over.

      I did as he asked, although I was unable to move my eyes from Galen’s battered torso as he climbed into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “How did you get hurt?”

      “It was during the chase. I fell down a hill and smacked into a rock. It will be fine in the morning. I heal rapidly.”

      “Because you’re a wolf?”

      “Yes.” Instead of putting the truck into gear, Galen kept his eyes on me. “Are you going to freak out?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Well, can you fasten your seatbelt before you decide?”

      I nodded and did as he asked.

      “Thank you.” Galen licked his lips, giving the appearance that he was calm. Instead of maintaining his cool, though, he exploded. “What were you thinking getting out of your vehicle and trying to walk back to town after dark? Are you stupid? Are you trying to kill me?”

      The yelling was enough to allow me to recover at least a portion of my wits. “Excuse me?” I was beside myself. “The bus got stuck. I thought I saw something in the road. My phone had zero service and the battery was almost dead.”

      “So you saw something in the road and decided to get out of the vehicle?” Galen was incredulous. “You are stupid, aren’t you? That’s the only explanation.”

      “Hey! I’m the victim here,” I spat. “I was minding my own business, visiting my grandfather and drinking iced tea, and then my life imploded. Again. Do you know how many times my life has imploded since I landed on this stupid island?”

      “If you expect me to feel sorry for you, I won’t,” Galen argued. “You were supposed to wait outside the tiki bar for me. We had a few things to talk about, if you remember correctly.”

      Crud. Of course he’d bring that up. “I’m trying to deal with a lot here,” I countered. “I burned a woman today and have no idea how I did it. That was after I went all sex crazy and apparently did the dirty with you. I can’t even remember it, which totally sucks. It’s been a long, freaking day.”

      Galen worked his jaw as he considered my outburst. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “If you’re going to start by yelling at me, pick another spot.”

      “Okay. How about this? We didn’t have sex,” Galen barked, taking me completely by surprise.

      “We didn’t?” I should’ve been relieved, but part of me was a bit disappointed. I had no idea why. Okay, I’ve seen him without his shirt on, so I know why. “But … you were naked in my bed.”

      “So what?” Galen challenged. “We got wet when you lost control of the spell last night. I didn’t want to sleep in wet clothes. You had nothing for me to wear. I didn’t want to leave you alone in case you woke up in a panic so I slept naked. Big whoop.”

      “But … .” That couldn’t be right. That would mean I misread every sign.

      Galen continued to stare. “I’m waiting.”

      “For what?” I tripped over my tongue. “I … what are you waiting for?”

      “An apology,” Galen replied, unruffled by my squeak.

      “Apology? Why would I apologize? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You thought I would take advantage of a passed-out woman,” Galen argued. “You thought I was the kind of guy who would do that.”

      “I … well … I didn’t think that exactly,” I hedged.

      “Now everyone in town thinks I’m that sort of guy,” Galen grumbled, navigating his truck back toward town. “I should be offended that you think I’d do anything of the sort.”

      Given everything that happened – especially the fact that he drove so far out of his way to look for me – I couldn’t help feeling guilty. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      “I said I was.”

      Galen growled as he focused on the road. “You’re a lot of freaking work, woman. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      I shook my head as I chewed my bottom lip. I felt guilty. I also felt confused. “How did you even know where to find me?”

      “I expected you to show up at the lighthouse eventually, but when you didn’t I got worried,” Galen replied. “I called Wesley, and he said you should’ve been back in town, so I decided to check the road. That bus is old and could break down at any moment.”

      “It’s also a stick, and I wasn’t sure I remembered how to drive one,” I admitted.

      “That’s not what you told everyone about last night,” Galen groused, causing me to narrow my eyes.

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “You’re going to be sorry.” Galen’s voice was barely audible as he spared me a dark look. “Believe me, honey, when we sleep together you’ll darned well remember it.”

      Oh, well, that was comforting. Wait a second. “Did you say when?”

      “Yes. Now, shut up. I want five minutes of peace.”

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “But I think you’re being awfully presumptuous that there’s going to be a when.”

      “Didn’t I tell you to shut up?”

      “Oh, bite me.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      I had a feeling that was true.
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      “We need to talk.”

      “Ugh.” I threw myself on the lighthouse couch with a bit of dramatic flair and stared at a spot on the wall rather than risk meeting Galen’s gaze. “Didn’t we already do that?”

      “We did but I’m not done.”

      “I’m done,” I countered, plucking at the afghan hanging over the back of the couch. It reminded me of one I’d carried around my father’s house for years when I was a kid before it accidentally got thrown out on trash day. “I don’t want to talk about it again. It makes me look bad.”

      Galen snorted, taking me by surprise when he sat on the couch next to me. “It’s fine. I can see why you jumped to that conclusion.”

      “That’s not what you said twenty minutes ago.”

      “Twenty minutes ago I was keyed up from a fight,” Galen pointed out. “I’m fine now, although I’m not exactly thrilled with the fact that you just assumed I’d do something like that while you were passed out.”

      I did my best not to appear embarrassed – which wasn’t easy given the way my cheeks burned – but ultimately I could do nothing but rub the tender spot between my eyebrows and sigh. “I’m sorry. That was wrong … and mean. I didn’t know what else to think when I woke up. Your clothes were in a heap on the floor, for crying out loud.”

      “Because they got wet,” Galen reminded me. “You lost control of your magic and the water spout hit us. That’s the reason I changed your clothes. I didn’t want you getting a chill in the middle of the night.”

      That hadn’t even occurred to me. “You changed my clothes?” The idea was horrifying, abhorrent … and entirely embarrassing. Were my legs freshly shaved last night? I couldn’t even remember.

      As if reading my mind, Galen chuckled. “I did change your clothes. It was the second most exciting thing that happened to me last evening.”

      I narrowed my eyes, suspicious. “The second?” He should be so lucky to see me naked. I mean … does he even understand what a compliment is? They’re always necessary after a bout of nakedness, for crying out loud. In fact, now would be a great time for a compliment.

      “The first was watching you play with your magic,” Galen replied. “You looked as if you were enjoying yourself until things got away from you.”

      “I don’t remember much of it,” I admitted, scrubbing the sides of my face with my hands. “It comes back in flashes.”

      “It will get better.”

      “Will it?” I was hopeful he was right. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “How long have you been a wolf?”

      “I was born this way,” Galen replied. “Do you have anything you want to ask about that?”

      Did I? Absolutely! Was now the time? I couldn’t be sure. “So it’s not like the movies? Wolves are born, not bitten.”

      “True shifters are born, not bitten,” Galen clarified. “However, there are a number of shifter lines that can create half-breeds by biting. Wolves are one of them. Those lines aren’t nearly as strong as born lines.”

      “Ah, I see.” I did my best to pretend I was taking it all in and totally fine with the information. “How many born shifters versus bitten shifters are there on the island?”

      “Um, I think that most of the shifters on the island are born,” Galen replied. “Born shifters and bitten shifters don’t generally play nice with one another.”

      “Why not?”

      “Bitten shifters have inferiority complexes.”

      “Why?”

      “Born shifters are superior.”

      I snorted, rolling my head back so I could stare at the ceiling. “Are you sure you don’t have a superiority complex rather than the other way around?”

      “Not even remotely,” Galen replied. “Bitten wolves are weaker, and they tend to be power hungry. Think about it. What kind of person would purposely let himself get bitten just so he can turn into an animal?”

      That was an interesting question. “I don’t know. It was another wolf shifter out there tonight, right?”

      Galen nodded. “It was a born shifter. I can promise you that.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Different scents.”

      I took a moment to picture Galen sniffing another guy’s butt and made a face. “Ugh. This conversation just went to a creepy place.”

      “Really? And I thought the fact that you believed I had sex with you while you were unconscious was the worst it would get.”

      “You’ll never let me live that down, will you?”

      “Probably not,” Galen answered. “I’m offended that you think you would’ve been able to forget.”

      “Oh, geez.” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “This night keeps getting worse.”

      “You would never be able to forget it,” Galen said, refusing to be dissuaded from this particular point of conversation. “It would be seared in your brain and give you naughty palpitations whenever you thought about it for years to come.”

      “Naughty palpitations? You think a lot about yourself, don’t you?”

      “Yup.” He didn’t look even remotely ashamed when he flicked his eyes to the door upon hearing it open. Instinctively I moved a bit closer to him, causing him to rest his hand on my knee. “It’s fine. It’s Booker.”

      Booker didn’t look happy when he strolled into the room, his expression dark. “I don’t like either one of you right now,” he announced.

      “How did you know it was him?” I asked, impressed. “Could you smell him?”

      “I heard the bus in the driveway,” Galen explained. “That bus has a particular sound. I see you managed to reclaim your property.”

      “I did,” Booker confirmed, bobbing his head. “It was in the ditch right where you said it would be. Thankfully it doesn’t look as if it will need any work.”

      “I’m really sorry,” I offered. I meant it. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “I let you drive against my better judgment,” Booker barked. “That’s what happened.”

      “Not that I’m keen to exonerate her, but I’m pretty sure whoever was out there purposely tricked her,” Galen offered, never moving his hand from my knee. The contact was warm and friendly. It also caused my brain to go haywire. “She saw movement in the road and swerved to avoid it. I think whoever it was picked that exact spot because he knew the road dipped there.”

      “See. It wasn’t my fault.” I offered up a grave expression. “I could’ve died.”

      “She’s feeling sorry for herself,” Galen explained. “She also thought we had sex last night and spent the day feeling guilty. She thought she forgot. As if.”

      Booker snorted, his good humor returning. “I heard you were totally forgettable, dude. That’s what all the women say when they upgrade to me.”

      “You’re a funny guy.” Galen rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      “Yeah? Well, I’m not feeling really funny right now,” Booker said. “Whoever was out there ransacked the bus. I didn’t have much in there, but it was tossed around.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. “I’ll pay for whatever damage was done.”

      “I didn’t say there was damage,” Booker clarified. “I simply said someone was looking for something.”

      “But what?” Galen asked, squeezing my knee in a reassuring manner. “Don’t get all worked up, Hadley. Booker said the bus was fine. Your only mistake was getting out of it in the middle of the night.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” I challenged. “Should I have sat there and waited until someone stumbled across me? I didn’t have any water and I hadn’t seen a vehicle in … well … forever. I don’t think anyone drives on that road.”

      “People drive it, but it’s not a busy highway,” Galen corrected. “As for waiting, yes, you should have waited. I would’ve found you.”

      “I didn’t know you were looking for me,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “I thought my only options were sitting there all night or heading to town. I was afraid to sit there all night in case something attacked.”

      “So you got out of the vehicle and made sure something would attack?”

      “I’m done talking to you.” I held up my hand to cover Galen’s face. “It’s too much.”

      “You are definitely a piece of work,” Galen muttered, fixing his full attention on Booker. “So whoever it was thought Hadley had something with her in the bus. I can’t help but wonder what that was.”

      “I can’t either,” Booker agreed. “What did you do before heading out to Wesley’s house?”

      “I got into a bar fight with Sarah Santiago. I told you about that already.”

      Booker chuckled. “What did you do before that?”

      “I went to Lilac’s bar to tell her … .” I broke off, risking a worried look in Galen’s direction before shifting gears. “I wanted some girl time.”

      “In other words she wanted to tell Lilac that I was so bad in bed she didn’t even remember it,” Galen teased, his eyes lighted with mirth. “I’ll never live this down.”

      “And you worked so hard to cultivate your kickass sex rep,” Booker drawled. “Now that it’s gone, I’m the most eligible bachelor on the island. I can’t wait to use that title to my advantage. I might even put it on my business cards.”

      “I can’t wait until you do, too,” Galen said. “I could use a break from the notoriety.”

      The testosterone was firing on all cylinders, and I couldn’t help being annoyed. “Can we stop talking about your fiery loins and focus on me?”

      “I don’t understand what you’re asking,” Galen deadpanned. “Do you want me to stop talking about my fiery loins or focus on you? I can’t do one without the other.”

      I was mortified. “I hate you,” I muttered, covering my face with my hand. “I’ll never live this down.”

      “I have no idea, but it’s going to be a lot of fun for me regardless,” Galen said. “As for whatever this individual was looking for, I think it must be tied to the lighthouse.” He shifted from teasing to serious without missing a beat. “Someone wants something that they believe originated in this lighthouse.”

      “You think that’s why Mark broke in the other night,” Booker mused, sitting in the chair across the room and thoughtfully tapping his chin. “You think he was really here to steal something rather than hurt Hadley.”

      “No, I think he was here to hurt Hadley,” Galen said. “You don’t bring an ax to a burglary unless you plan on doing some damage.”

      “Maybe he brought a weapon for protection in case he got caught.”

      “Then why an ax,” Galen argued. “Why not bring a knife? It’s easier to wield and hide in your clothing. Plus, he didn’t search the house as far as I can tell. He went straight to the bedroom.”

      “Maybe he thought whatever he was looking for was there.”

      “Or maybe he knew Hadley would be there and went for her first,” Galen said. “Maybe he wanted to kill her and then search for whatever he wanted without risking her waking up and notifying the police.”

      Booker asked, legitimately curious. “Did you bring anything with you of value when you moved here, Hadley?”

      I was so used to Booker and Galen talking to each other I didn’t bother to hide my surprise when they finally addressed me. “I thought maybe you forgot I was here.”

      “That’s not possible,” Galen said. “Did you bring any family heirlooms or anything valuable when you moved?”

      “I don’t own any family heirlooms. I brought clothes, shoes and a few photographs of my mother and father. That’s it. Everything else is in storage at my father’s house in Michigan.”

      “I don’t think it’s her that’s drawing the attention,” Galen said after a beat. “I think it’s the lighthouse. Someone must believe that May had something of value stowed here.”

      “But what?” Booker prodded. “May had some antiques and jewelry, but most people would recognize it, so stealing it would be a waste of time. No one would allow them to fence it without calling you.”

      “What about the books?” Galen suggested, lifting his eyes to the ceiling. “Maybe there’s something of importance in the books.”

      “Why don’t we just ask May?” I suggested. “She seems to pop in whenever the mood strikes. Wouldn’t she know?”

      “That’s a good question.” Galen cleared his throat. “May, are you here?”

      Everyone waited, expectant. Nothing happened.

      Booker tried. “May, if you’re here, we really need to talk to you.” Again, nothing.

      “Do you think she’s playing coy?” I couldn’t help being suspicious. “Maybe she’s trying to avoid answering questions. Wesley told me some really odd things when we were together this afternoon.”

      Galen’s eyes sparked with interest. “Like what?”

      “He told me that they loved each other, but couldn’t live together. They spent one day a week after their divorce pretending they were married.” I lowered my voice to make sure only Galen and Booker could hear me. “I think they spent that entire day having sex.”

      Instead of being appalled – or even surprised – Booker and Galen dissolved into twin fits of laughter.

      “It’s not funny.” I made a petulant face. “I’m scarred for life knowing that.”

      “I think you’re kind of a prude,” Galen countered, pressing the palm of his hand to his forehead and grinning. “I think we’re going to have to fix that.”

      “Is this more of that ‘I’ll remember when I have sex with you’ crap? If so, I’m not convinced I’m going to have sex with you.”

      Galen moved his hand to my shoulder and patted. “You’ll get used to the idea. Trust me.”

      “Oh, so cute.” Booker made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “Do you need me here for the verbal foreplay or can I go?”

      “You can go for now,” Galen replied. “I’ll need you back here to hang out tomorrow.”

      Now it was Booker’s turn to balk. “You want me to babysit?”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I argued.

      “Yes, you do,” Booker and Galen said, locking gazes like angry bulls would lock horns.

      “You definitely need a babysitter,” Booker said. “I just don’t have time to be your babysitter. I have a job tomorrow.”

      “Postpone it,” Galen instructed. “Hadley’s safety is more important.”

      “I can take care of myself,” I said.

      “Of course you can.” Galen’s hand was placating as he continued patting my shoulder. His tone, however, was dismissive. “Booker, we can’t leave her here alone. It’s late and she’ll need help going through all the books and stuff on the third floor tomorrow.”

      “Why can’t you help her?” Booker challenged. “That will give you a chance to enjoy all of the verbal foreplay you can possibly shake a stick at.” His smirk was impish. “Do you see what I did there? I helped you with the foreplay.”

      “We don’t need help with the foreplay.”

      I couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing. “I don’t need a babysitter,” I repeated.

      “You can’t stay alone,” Galen shot back. “Someone has tried to go after you twice now … and that’s just that we know of. There might’ve been other times you were watched or stalked that we’re unaware of.”

      “I think you’re being a bit overbearing,” I argued.

      “Get used to that.” Galen kept his eyes on Booker. “She cannot be alone tomorrow.”

      “Then we’ll have to find a way to cover shifts.” Booker refused to back down. “I really have a job that I can’t flake out on.”

      Galen pursed his lips, his mind busy as he debated pushing Booker further. Finally he must have realized that it was a lost cause. “Fine. I’ll call Lilac in the morning to see if she can stop by. If she’s busy, I’m sure Aurora can make a cameo.”

      That sounded absolutely terrible. “Will she be naked?”

      “Only if you’re lucky.” Booker winked as he stood. “I’ll see if I can carve some time out in the afternoon, but I can’t make any promises.”

      “You can only do what you can do.” Galen said the words with an easy tone, but his expression reflected something else. “I’ll figure a way to keep her covered myself if I have to. Don’t put yourself out or anything.”

      “Hey! I’ve done nothing but put out since she landed on this island.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That makes me look as bad as when I thought I couldn’t remember having sex with this one.” I jerked my thumb in Galen’s direction. “I’m really sick of looking like a sex maniac.”

      “That’s the only reason we like you so much,” Booker teased. “As for tomorrow … I said I would do my best, Galen. I meant it.”

      “Fine.” Galen blew out a sigh. “I’ll figure it out myself. I don’t need you to do my job.”
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      “What are you doing?”

      I expected Galen to leave, perhaps tease me a bit more about the misunderstanding before admonishing me to keep the door locked overnight. Instead he locked the door once Booker left and gestured toward the stairs.

      “It’s time for sleep,” Galen said. “It’s been a long day.”

      “I agree. It’s just … what are you doing?”

      Galen smiled, perhaps sensing my discomfort. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Upstairs?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “There’s only one bed upstairs.”

      “Yes, and I’ve slept in it twice now.” Galen climbed two steps. “You really do move fast. You’re a forward woman. I like that about you.”

      He was messing with me. There could be no other explanation. “I didn’t invite you to sleep in the same bed with me either time.”

      “How would you know? You were out of it both times.”

      “Yes, but I know myself.”

      “And yet you were extremely upset this morning because you thought you’d slept with me, which I’m guessing goes against that prudish streak I’m becoming so fond of,” Galen pointed out.

      “Yes, but … .” Crap!

      “Do you want to know what I think?” Galen’s stance was haughty, his expression smug. “I think you assumed we’d had sex because you want to have sex with me.”

      “That is ridiculous!” Well, it is. I don’t find him attractive in the least.

      “I don’t think so.” Galen climbed a bit higher, his eyes never leaving mine even as he hit a bend in the circular staircase. “I think you believed it because you wanted it to happen. Quite frankly, I’m flattered. We can’t discuss that until I’m sure you’re safe, though. Mixing business with pleasure is a bad idea.”

      I found myself trailing him for lack of anything better to do. “And yet you seem to think you’re sleeping in my bed.”

      “I am. I’m too tall for that couch.”

      “It was good enough for Booker.”

      “Booker is a … unique … individual.”

      The way he phrased it was odd. “What is he?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a wolf shifter. Everyone here is some sort of paranormal creature. What is Booker?”

      “You’ll have to ask him that.” Galen disappeared from view when he hit the second floor. By the time I caught up with him he was already shoeless and shirtless.

      “Don’t you dare get naked,” I hissed, extending a finger. “I draw the line at you getting naked.”

      “I just told you that I don’t mix business with pleasure.” Galen dropped his shorts but left his boxers – which featured colorful margaritas – in place. “You’re going to have to stop begging. I find you adorable and sexy, but I can’t focus on that until we solve the case.”

      His sense of humor was grating on a level I didn’t know existed. “I am not begging.”

      “If that’s your story.” Galen lifted the covers and slid underneath. “Can you kill the lights? I really need a good night’s sleep.”

      I was flabbergasted and briefly wondered if he would keep up the charade if I melted down. In the end, I was too keyed up to sleep alone and exhaustion stalked me to the point where I thought I legitimately might fall down … and soon.

      “Fine.” I blew out a sigh and killed the lights, grabbing a T-shirt from the open dresser drawer and changing my clothes in the dark to make sure he couldn’t see anything. Sure, he’d already seen more than enough, but I had no intention of adding to the madness.

      Galen lifted the covers for me when I approached the bed and I rolled in next to him, making sure to keep a bit of distance between us.

      “Goodnight.” Galen surprised me when he pressed a kiss to my cheek.

      “Knock that off!” I smacked his shoulder. “Stay on your side of the bed. I’m not kidding.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I don’t beg.” I turned my back to him. “I never beg.”

      “That’s too bad.” Galen sounded as if he was about to lose the battle for consciousness. “Just for the record, when I dream about you tonight, you’re totally going to beg.”

      “Stop it,” I ordered. “I mean it!”

      “Shh. I’m trying to sleep. Must you be so unprofessional? This is a job, not playtime.”

      Galen was clearly enjoying himself, which only served to further infuriate me. “I’m starting to really dislike you.”

      “Well, at least I’ll be guaranteed the knowledge that you won’t forget me when we actually get to engage in some real playtime.”

      “You’re infuriating.”

      “Shh. It’s quiet time.”

      With nothing better to do than focus on my anger I dropped off within five minutes.

      

      I WOKE TO A WARM body draped over mine from behind. It took me a moment to gather my thoughts, and when I realized someone was exhaling against my ear I was overwhelmed with the urge to start some vigorous smacking. Of course, Galen was so warm and comfortable that the feeling was only fleeting.

      “This is un-freaking believable,” I muttered, with a frustrated groan.

      Galen stirred, although he didn’t move to pull away. “Shh. It’s not time to get up yet.”

      I flicked my eyes to the window, where the sun filtered through the blinds. I saw the waves rolling toward the beach. It was a beautiful setting, calm and relaxing. Of course, the fact that I was in bed with a man who could shift into a wolf – one who thought an awful lot about himself – was utterly frustrating and ruined the moment.

      “You’re drooling on my cheek.”

      Galen didn’t shift his weight away from me. “That’s a compliment. You’re so cute, with your bedhead and red cheeks, I can’t help but drool.”

      “Oh, geez.” I elbowed him in the stomach. He was expecting the move, so he managed to evade most of the blow. I didn’t miss the way his body shook with laughter. “You’re so full of yourself.”

      “I can’t help it.” Galen sobered as he rolled to his back and ran a hand through his dark hair. “You’re so easy to tease that I can’t seem to stop myself.”

      I shifted to face him, taking a moment to tame the wild mass of hair that had clumped together over the course of the night. He, of course, looked ridiculously fresh and handsome. The morning stubble only served to enhance his features. It was so unfair.

      “You should have some sympathy for me after what I’ve been through.”

      “I do. That’s why I enjoy the teasing. You need to lighten up.”

      “Believe it or not, before I came here and discovered a grandfather I never knew, tripped over a body on the beach, saw a naked woman swimming for … who knows what reason, got attacked by a wolf and almost got taken out with an ax, I was a pretty easygoing person.”

      Galen pursed his lips, considering. “Fair point,” he said after a beat. “You’re basically saying once this is solved you’ll be easy to deal with, right?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll be easy. Wait … that came out wrong.”

      Galen barked out a laugh. “Don’t worry about it.” He stretched his arms before folding them behind his head. The new position served to make him look buffer than before, which should’ve been against the law. “We need to talk about what you’re going to do with your day.”

      “I’ve decided to hide in bed all day,” I said. “I figure if no one sees me there won’t be an attempt on my life for an entire twenty-four hours.”

      “That’s a reasonable assumption.”

      “So that’s what I’ll do.”

      “No.” Galen was so sure of himself I wanted to punch him all over again. “I need you to go through everything on the third floor to see if May hid anything of note up there.”

      That didn’t sound terrible, but I was in no mood to do what Galen wanted, given his actions over the past nine hours. “Why should I do that?”

      “Because I told you to.”

      “Try again.”

      “Because I asked you to?” Galen looked hopeful. He was cute enough I almost gave in. Almost.

      “Try again.”

      “Because I’m willing to let go of the fact that you erroneously thought I would have sex with an unconscious woman?”

      I extended my finger in his direction. “Sold.”

      Galen chuckled. “You’re very funny, especially when you’re crabby before your morning dose of caffeine. I’m going to try to get someone over here to work with you because I’m nervous about leaving you alone. But for the start of the day you need to be careful and lock all your doors.”

      “I’d planned to do that.”

      “Good.”

      We lapsed into amiable silence for a moment, something niggling at the back of my brain and forcing me to ask a question that I’d managed to bury for most of the night. “How well do you know Wesley Durham?”

      “Well enough to know that he’s pretty straight forward,” Galen replied. “He’s a cantankerous guy who says what’s on his mind. I wouldn’t want to spend an extended amount of time with him because he’s kind of bossy, but I would never worry about him stabbing me in the back.”

      That was kind of what I was getting at, yet … . “Sarah Santiago mentioned that she thought her brother was still working for Wesley. She thought it made sense for Wesley to want to lay claim to the lighthouse.”

      Galen turned on his side and faced me. “Are you asking if I think Wesley is the type to hire someone to murder you?”

      “I want to believe he’s not, because … because … .”

      “Because he’s your grandfather and you never got to know your grandmother,” Galen finished, his fingers finding a strand of my hair and idly playing with the ends. “I’m torn on this one.”

      “You’re torn because you think he’s dangerous?”

      “I’m torn because I don’t think he’d hurt you,” Galen clarified. “When I called him last night he seemed as worried as I was when I realized you should’ve already been home. He volunteered to go out and look for you.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s innocent,” I pointed out. “He could very easily have purposely kept me busy on his property for longer than I wanted, ensuring I had no choice but to drive home after dark. Maybe he even called someone to alert them when I would be on the highway so he or she could intercept me.”

      “All of that is possible.”

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “I don’t know what to think. That makes me feel … guilty.”

      “Because he’s your grandfather?”

      I nodded.

      “Hadley, the thing is, you’re right.” Galen adopted a pragmatic tone. “He is your grandfather, and on paper it would seem that maybe you owe him the benefit of the doubt. In truth, you don’t owe the man anything.

      “He never went out of his way to see you,” he continued. “As much as I loved May – and I did love her – I don’t think she did enough to be part of your life either. You’re so thrown by this life that it’s almost painful to watch you at times. What they did wasn’t fair to you.”

      “We talked about that,” I admitted. “He said that they tried to see me several times, but my father shut them down.”

      “Then perhaps they should’ve tried harder.”

      “I think it’s because my father wasn’t magical.”

      “That’s not fair to you,” Galen argued. “You’re clearly magical. Even if you weren’t, you’re their granddaughter. They had one child and she had one child. You’re all they had left of your mother. I don’t think they treated you fairly.”

      “I think maybe you’re just saying that because you want to get naked together.” I offered up a rueful smile. “You even said you want to do it when you can claim I remember everything.”

      “I definitely want to do it,” Galen agreed, refusing to show any trace of shame. “I still think they treated you unfairly. We can’t go back in time and change that, though, so we can only go forward.

      “The thing is, I want to tell you to trust Wesley because I think you need it,” he continued. “You’re looking for a family tie that you can hold onto for a bit. He could give you that. From what Booker said, he seemed genuinely interested in you.”

      “You and Booker talk about me behind my back, huh?”

      “Booker and I have a unique relationship that is better left unexplained for the next little bit,” Galen replied. “As for Wesley, I’ve never known him to be anything less than honest. He’s a fiery guy who has gone after trespassers with a shotgun a time or two, but I’ve never looked at him and seen a killer.”

      “But?”

      “But we have a killer on this island,” Galen said. “Someone is killing older residents. Do you know much about serial killers?”

      “I know that they’re usually men who hunt in their own ethnic groups.”

      Galen arched a surprised eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

      “Criminal Minds. Shemar Moore is all kinds of hot.”

      Galen’s smile slipped into a frown. “I’m way hotter than him.”

      “You keep telling yourself that.”

      Galen poked his finger into my stomach to get me to laugh. “I will keep telling myself that,” he said. “It’s the truth. I constantly tell myself the truth.”

      “Whatever.”

      “You’re right about serial killers hunting in their own ethnic groups,” Galen said, sobering. “We’ve never really had a normal serial killer on this island – if normal is a word you can use for that – but I’ve done a decent amount of research.

      “Serial killers tend to pick an age that means something to them,” he continued. “If some blonde did him wrong in high school, for example, he might go after blonde teenagers to get even.”

      “Like Ted Bundy going after girls who looked like a girlfriend who dumped him,” I offered.

      Galen nodded. “Exactly. You know more about this than I expected.”

      “I watch a lot of television.”

      “That makes me feel a bit worse, but okay.” He forced a smile. “Most serial killers go for younger women. They don’t go for older women.”

      “Maybe you’re missing something,” I suggested. “Maybe the age isn’t what is important.”

      Galen looked intrigued. “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe they have something else in common.”

      Galen hummed as he ran his finger up and down my arm, the movement so intimate – something I don’t think he realized – that it sent chills up my spine. “The only thing I can think of is that they were property owners.”

      “Isn’t everyone who lives on the island a property owner?”

      “Yes and no,” Galen hedged. “They’re all business owners, but property is a different thing altogether on this island. Property generally passes from family to family, like it did from May to you or to Wesley from his father. Property is at a premium here.”

      That was both interesting and confusing. “But there are so many businesses. Even if it’s not residential property, the people here own the businesses, so that’s property ownership.”

      “No, the downtown property is owned by the DDA, which controls leases and placement.”

      “What is it with this DDA? They sound like megalomaniacs.”

      Galen’s chuckle was warm. “They are simply interested in the economic health of the island. They own the property and structures. The business owners rent the buildings from them.”

      “So they don’t own the property.”

      “No.”

      “But May, Bonnie and the other dead woman you mentioned did own their property,” I mused, my mind busy. “That seems like an important tie, don’t you think?”

      “It’s definitely worth pursuing.” Galen cupped the back of my head and forced my eyes to him, moving his face close and causing my breath to catch in my chest. “Promise me you’ll stick close to the lighthouse until I can get someone out here to hang with you this afternoon.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      Galen tightened his grip. “Promise me.”

      “Okay. I promise.”

      Galen stared into my eyes for a long time before releasing me and rolling back a bit. “I’m going to go into the office, but I’m hopeful I will be able to work from here this afternoon. I’m still going to see if I can get someone to come hang out with you.”

      “I’m going to lock myself in the lighthouse and go through everything on the third floor like you asked. And, yes, I promise I’ll be good.”

      “I trust you.” Galen’s eyes were clear. “That doesn’t mean I trust whoever is trying to hurt you. Just … be really careful. I will call you if I send over someone you don’t know.”

      “I would really rather you didn’t do that.”

      “You’ll have to live with it if I have no choice. Now … come here.” Galen wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged me so I was pressed against his chest. I considered fighting the effort, but ultimately rested my cheek against his beating heart and remained still. “We have exactly five minutes before we have to get up.”

      “And what do you want to do with that time?” I was both excited and terrified of his answer.

      “I’m doing it.”

      I almost melted. “Has anyone ever told you that you have enough charm to build an entire island all your own?”

      “No one as cute as you.”

      “Well … you do.”

      “I know.” Galen stroked the back of my head, the movement soothing. “Now, let’s talk about the fact that you thought I would have sex with you while you were passed out.”

      “You said you wouldn’t bring it up again,” I protested.

      “I said I would consider not bringing it up again. I’ve considered it … and then I discarded the notion. What kind of guy do you take me for?”

      “Oh, geez. I’m going to have to choke you to shut you up, aren’t I?”

      “Who told you I’m into that?”

      “Ugh. I knew I should’ve ignored what you said and stayed in bed all day,” I complained. “This day is already starting to suck.”
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      “What are you doing here?”

      I was beyond annoyed when I found Lilac on the front porch after I’d finished breakfast. She had a bright smile on her face, a pair of short shorts that looked as if they were in danger of falling into a crevice and never returning showing off her toned legs, and a tiny bra top (complete with fringe) that revealed enough cleavage that I momentarily thought I might’ve stepped into an alternative world that only allowed strippers to inhabit the island.

      “I’m happy to see you, too,” Lilac said dryly, smirking as she pushed past me. “I don’t think I’ve ever had such a warm welcome in my entire life.”

      Part of me felt guilty. The other part – the bigger part – was certain I was about to be overwhelmed with agitation. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you really?”

      “Not even a little,” I admitted. “I’m tired. It’s been a long two days.”

      “I heard all about your adventure last night,” Lilac said, taking me by surprise when she shut and locked the door, testing the handle a few times before pointing toward the stairs. “Why do you think I’m here?”

      I already knew the answer. “Galen.”

      “Yup.”

      “He said he would call if he sent anyone over,” I argued. “He didn’t call. I’ve had my phone with me all day. I think that’s against the rules.”

      “He said you would say that.” Lilac didn’t appear bothered by my tone. “He said to tell you to suck it up or he’ll explain how he can see in the dark so even though you thought he didn’t see you change your clothes last night … he did.”

      I tightened my jaw. “He told you that?”

      Lilac held her hands palms up and shrugged. “Men are pigs. What can I say?”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “That would be a shame given the fact that he’s openly flirting with you. Every woman on the island wants to claim him for herself.” Lilac headed toward the stairs. “I can’t remember the last time he showed this much interest in a woman.”

      “I suppose you think that makes me lucky,” I groused, frowning as I followed Lilac. “What are you doing?”

      “It definitely makes you lucky,” Lilac confirmed. “You’re too tense to realize that right now – and I get that – but it definitely makes you lucky.”

      “It doesn’t make me feel lucky.”

      “Have you seen him shirtless?”

      “Yes.”

      “Without his pants on?”

      “Yes.”

      “Without his boxers on?”

      Lilac was relentless, but I refused to meet her gaze. “Technically … um … yes.”

      “Then you’re definitely lucky.” Lilac’s grin widened. “And you need to give me every detail while we’re going through the stuff on the third floor.”

      “Ugh.” I covered my eyes with my hand. Lilac’s enthusiasm would prove contagious. I could already sense it. The last thing I wanted was to admit my attraction to Galen and then have it parroted back to me when Galen returned in time for dinner. “I’m guessing you still believe you’re incapable of keeping a secret, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Lilac confirmed, climbing the stairs. “I can promise to try to keep what you say to myself, but I think my record is eight hours if it’s a good secret. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “You could force yourself to keep a secret.”

      “What fun is that?”

      She had a point, but still … . “Let’s just see what we can find on the third floor, shall we? We’ll keep the gossip to a minimum.”

      “Oh, sure,” Lilac said dryly. “That sounds like a great way to spend a morning.”

      

      “SO WHEN DO you think you’re going to sleep with him?”

      Lilac promised to refrain from asking too many questions if I agreed to focus my full attention on searching the shelves and crates. She lasted five minutes before cracking.

      “I’ve already slept with him three times,” I pointed out. “Granted, I was extremely out of it for two of those times, but I remember the third very well. He snores … and drools.”

      “Honey, I’ve seen him at the beach,” Lilac said. “If snoring and drooling is the worst that you have to put up with, you’re coming out way ahead.”

      I wanted to argue the point, but I’d seen him without a shirt numerous times now and I couldn’t find a single thing to bolster a contrary position. Instead I turned my attention to the search. “Do you really think there’s something up here that’s worth killing me over?”

      “I don’t know,” Lilac replied, sitting on the floor next to one of the crates and sifting through its contents. “I knew May to say hello to her and even hang out at some of the music events on the beach. She was always friendly and fun, but she never struck me as the sort of person who was hiding expensive things.”

      The statement struck me as odd. “How exactly would one act if they were hiding expensive things?”

      “I don’t know.” Lilac’s shoulders hopped. “Perhaps they would carry around a shovel or something. Maybe wear an eye patch. Oh!” She jutted out her finger. “I bet that sort of person would walk with a limp.”

      “Why a limp?”

      “Because half the demented people I’ve seen in horror movies have limps.”

      I really couldn’t argue with her logic. “I just wish I had an idea of what we were looking for,” I said, grabbing a huge book from the bottom of a shelf and flipping it open. I widened my eyes as I read the first page. “What’s a Book of Shadows?”

      Instead of answering right away, Lilac made a face. “Seriously? You’re like the worst witch ever. How can you not know what a Book of Shadows is?”

      “I must’ve missed that day at witch school.”

      Lilac snorted. “I know you meant that in a sarcastic way, but I’ll bet that your mind just flashed to Hogwarts, didn’t it?”

      Sadly, she was right. “They didn’t have a Book of Shadows at Hogwarts.”

      “They had wands. Real witches don’t have wands. Harry Potter was not realistic.”

      “And yet real witches are somehow realistic,” I grumbled, turning a page in the book. “Holy eye of newt! This is a book of spells.”

      “Of course it’s a book of spells.” Lilac made an exaggerated face. “What did you think you would find in there?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do about any of this. In some ways it’s been easier to pretend it’s not happening. I have plenty of other things to focus on, after all.”

      “Naked sheriffs?”

      “I was going to say a new grandfather I didn’t know existed.”

      “That’s a big deal, too,” Lilac conceded. “This is all going to settle eventually. Once it does, you’ll be able to think about the rest of it. You’ll be able to enjoy the anticipation of seeing Galen naked. You’ll be able to dabble with magic and have fun. You’ll be able to sit on the beach and have a drink and absorb the fun of a single day instead of fear the next morning.”

      “Oh, wow, that was almost poetic.”

      “Thank you.” Lilac beamed. “I wanted to be a poet when I was a kid.”

      “Really? I wanted to be an intergalactic space warrior.”

      “Princess Leia?”

      “You know it.”

      “Everyone wanted to be her.” Lilac shifted her eyes back to the crate. “A lot of this stuff looks interesting in an abstract way, but I have no idea what we’re looking for so I don’t know if it’s really interesting.”

      “It’s all interesting,” May announced, popping into view in the middle of the room. She forced a smile when she caught me staring. “Hello, dear.”

      “Don’t ‘hello, dear’ me,” I snapped. “Where have you been? A lot has been going on and we need answers.”

      “It’s not easy to control my movements yet,” May complained. “I’m doing the best that I can. If it was easy everyone would do it.”

      “Oh, whatever.” I rolled my eyes.

      “You just reminded me of your mother when you did that.” May heaved a sigh, a whimsical expression crossing her face. “I really wish I could talk to you about her – that’s why I came today, after all – but we have another problem.”

      “My whole life is problems,” I shot back. “What specific problem are you talking about?”

      “The big one,” May answered. “He’s here.”

      “Who is here?”

      “The man who killed me. I remember. I remember everything.”

      Oh, well, crap.

      

      “WHAT DO YOU MEAN he’s here?”

      I didn’t know May very well, but I got the feeling she was something of a drama queen. There was always a chance I misheard her.

      “He’s here,” May hissed, mimicking gripping her hands together. “He’ll be at the door in a second.”

      “Who?” Lilac asked, hopping to her feet and dusting off the seat of her pants. She didn’t look particularly worried. “Why are you so worked up, May? It’s good to see you, by the way.”

      Instead of reacting with kindness, May made an exaggerated face and opened her mouth. Whatever she said died on her lips, though, when she blinked out of existence.

      “What was that?” I asked, confused.

      “I have no idea.” Lilac shuffled to the window and looked out. “I don’t see anyone. Do you have any idea what she was talking about?”

      “I don’t even know the woman,” I grumbled. “I would love to be able to sit down and have a long conversation with her about a few things.”

      “I’m sure you would.” Lilac knit her eyebrows. “She said that the man who killed her was here, but I don’t see a car in the driveway or a shadow in the yard. Maybe she’s confused.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “Maybe she had dementia before she died and no one noticed. Can ghosts have dementia? You know, carry it over from life to death?”

      “I have no idea, but May didn’t have dementia before she died,” Lilac replied. “I saw her the day before and … her mind was still as sharp as ever.”

      I tilted my head to the side as I regarded Lilac. She looked a bit misty as she swiped at her eyes. “You really liked her, didn’t you?”

      “She was a dear lady,” Lilac said. “I know it’s hard for you because you never got to know her, and I’m sure you can’t help but wonder how things would’ve been different if she tried to see you when you were a kid, but … she really was a great lady. I hope you get to know her some now that she’s back from the dead.”

      “Can you please not say it that way?” I asked, my mind wandering to the cemetery. “I picture zombies when you say that, and now that I know how the cemetery works it freaks me out.”

      “They’re mostly harmless,” Lilac argued. “They’ve gotten out once or twice, but we think we have all the gaps plugged now.”

      “That’s … comforting.”

      “Yeah.” Lilac enthusiastically nodded. “Well, I don’t know what May was talking about, but there’s clearly no one down there. Maybe she simply got confused and remembered who killed her and the memories jumbled in her mind.”

      “I guess that’s possible.” I looked at the shelf. “Maybe she thought it was the past rather than the present.”

      “Maybe. It will be much better when she has control of when and how long she can pop up,” Lilac said. “Then you’ll be able to have an actual conversation.”

      “Yeah, I can’t wait for that,” I admitted. “I want to ask her why she divorced Wesley Durham and then proceeded to pretend they were married one day a week for several decades. I still can’t wrap my head around that one.”

      “Some people love each other but can’t live with each other,” Lilac explained. “Wesley and May were like that. They fought like lions and bears some days … and they did it publicly, not caring who witnessed the fights. I think, if times were different, they would’ve been able to make the marriage work full time.”

      I wasn’t sure what she was getting at. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that Moonstone Bay is ahead in some respects when it comes to social issues, but it’s behind in others,” Lilac answered. “Back when Wesley and May got married it was expected that the man would work and the woman would stay home and raise a family.

      “Now, granted, those things have shifted over the years and it’s not as prevalent to believe that,” she continued. “My understanding is that Wesley was getting it from all sides because May liked to boss people around.”

      Hmm. That was mildly interesting. “He could’ve taken the lighthouse from her, right? He could’ve made a fuss.”

      “He could have,” Lilac agreed. “I don’t think that’s Wesley’s way. Even though he couldn’t save the marriage he sent a strong message when he refused to go after the lighthouse. A lot of people teased him about that over the years – the lighthouse is one of the biggest draws on the island, after all – but Wesley held firm. The lighthouse belonged to May.”

      “He seems pretty straightforward,” I said. “Still, what Sarah said has me a bit …unsettled.”

      “The part about Wesley hiring her brother to kill you because he wants the lighthouse?”

      I nodded.

      “The thing is, I’ll wager that May would’ve given Wesley the lighthouse if he wanted it,” Lilac argued. “Wesley knew she was sick. He’d taken to coming into town to spend more time with her. If he wanted the lighthouse, all he had to do was ask. I think May would’ve given it to him.”

      “And he didn’t ask?”

      “That’s not Wesley’s way,” Lilac replied. “Wesley would want you to have the lighthouse.”

      I really wanted to believe that, but I couldn’t shake the niggling worry in the back of my brain. “I just wish this was over. I have so much going on and people I would like to get to know better. But I can’t because we’re spending an entire day searching for something we can’t identify.”

      I turned my frustration to the shelf. “There’re tons of magic stuff in here, but I haven’t found anything else of interest,” I said. “Could someone have wanted to kill her over the magic?”

      “Doubtful.” Lilac’s attention drifted toward the window. “The magic stuff is readily available at the bookstore and library. There’s no reason to kill for it.”

      “Right.” That made sense. “So what would someone want from this lighthouse?”

      “Whatever it is, it has to be small enough that someone believes you’re carrying it around with you,” Lilac noted. “They had to be watching you when you visited Wesley yesterday. You clearly didn’t have a box or anything with you. I think that means whatever it is fits in your pocket.”

      “That’s some good reasoning.” I extended a finger and looked to the file cabinet in the corner of the room. “Maybe it’s a document or something.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Lilac said the words, but never moved from her spot next to the window.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought … I thought I saw something.”

      For some reason, the simple admission caused dread to pool in the pit of my stomach. I abandoned my trip to the file cabinet and joined Lilac by the window. “What did you see?”

      Lilac pointed at the corner of the front porch. From our angle, we could see far and wide when it came to the yard. We faced inland, toward the main road. We couldn’t see close to the house. The design of the lighthouse allowed us to see only bits and pieces of the ground near the front door.

      “What am I looking at?” I squinted and stared. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Right there.” Lilac gripped the back of my neck and directed my attention to the spot at the corner of the front porch. “Don’t you see that shadow?”

      I focused on the spot she indicated, widening my eyes when I caught sight of a hint of movement. She was right. Someone was out there. “Who … ?” I didn’t get a chance to finish the question, because the shadow shifted to the open expanse of yard and our visitor was revealed. “Booker?”

      Lilac visibly relaxed even as my heart clenched. “Galen must have sent him.”

      “Why would Galen send him?” I challenged, my suspicion getting the better of me. “He sent you. I don’t need two babysitters.”

      “I don’t know.” Lilac either didn’t pick up on my tone or outright discarded it. “We can ask him.”

      I grabbed her wrist before she could head toward the stairs. “I have a better idea.”

      “You do?”

      I nodded. “You’re going to stay up here and call Galen. I’m going down there to see what Booker wants.”

      Lilac’s expression was unreadable. “It’s Booker. He’s here because he wants to help.”

      I desperately wanted to believe that. I liked him, after all, but he spent much of the previous night explaining why he couldn’t be the one to serve as babysitter. Now he suddenly pops up?

      “He probably is here to help,” I conceded, hope washing over me. “I want you to call Galen and check, though.”

      “Why not stay up here while I do that?”

      “Because if he is up to something I don’t think we should be together,” I replied. “I don’t want Booker to know you’re here until we have confirmation Galen sent him.”

      “You don’t have to worry about Booker,” Lilac argued. “He’s a good guy.”

      “I’m sure he is.” I headed toward the stairs. “Call Galen. Make sure he sent Booker. I’ll distract Booker for a few minutes, and … I’m sure it will be all right.”

      “Booker isn’t our enemy.” Lilac appeared to be irritated, but she dug in her purse for her phone. “I guarantee Galen sent him.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      I managed to remain calm for the duration of the descent to the main floor. Even though the palms of my hands were sweaty, I reined in my fear as I headed toward the front door. I figured I’d greet Booker before he had a chance to come up with a story – not that I thought he would be coming up with a story, mind you, but it was smart to go on the offensive all the same. I simply wanted to make sure.

      I heard the light rapping of knuckles against the back door instead. It wasn’t a loud knock, but it forced me to jerk my head in that direction as my heart skipped a beat. “What the … ?”

      I changed course and headed for the back door. Lilac would’ve confirmed Booker’s intentions by this time. If he wasn’t supposed to be here, she would’ve screamed bloody murder to get my attention.

      At least I hoped that was true.

      I pasted a fake smile on my face, took a deep breath and opened the door. I expected to find Booker standing there with a harried look on his face. Instead I found someone else waiting on the other side of the threshold – someone I didn’t even remotely expect.

      “What are you doing here?”
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      Ned Baxter raised his eyebrows at my rather rude opening.

      “Good morning, dear.”

      His greeting was amiable, yet I didn’t know what to make of it. “What are you doing here?” I repeated, casting a worried glance over my shoulder in hope of seeing Lilac at the bottom of the stairs. The main floor remained empty, though.

      “I came to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “So we could talk.”

      “About what?”

      “The lighthouse, of course.” Ned’s smile never wavered, but there was something about his demeanor that set my teeth on edge. “I wanted to see if you’d thought better about my generous offer to buy the property.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I heard you had a spot of trouble last night.”

      Of course he did. Moonstone Bay was nothing if not overflowing with gossip. “Oh, well, it was a difficult night, but everything turned out okay.”

      “That wasn’t really an answer to my question.”

      His tone grated. “I told you before that I’m not considering selling the lighthouse at this time. What happened last night didn’t change that.”

      “Really?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      “That is most disappointing.” Ned made a clucking sound in the back of his throat as he turned to survey the vast expanse of ocean. “I had hoped you would see reason.” When he turned back to face me, his expression reflected a mixture of sadness and resignation. “Ah, well. I guess you’ve made up your mind.”

      “I have,” I confirmed. “I want to make this work.”

      “Well then … .” Ned extended his hand. “No harm done, right?”

      I forced a smile even though his presence irritated me. “Right.” I couldn’t focus on him. I needed to find out what Booker was doing. I mean … why was he hanging around the front of the lighthouse without knocking or calling attention to himself to alert us to his presence?

      Ned’s hand wrapped around mine, holding it tight for what seemed an abnormally long time. He leaned forward, his eyes keen, and lifted his free hand toward my shoulder. I thought he was going to pat me or something, offer a friendly goodbye and then be on his way. Instead I felt something pierce my skin, like a bee stinging my neck and agitating the tender flesh there.

      I jerked my hand away from Ned and slapped it to my neck, confused. “What was that?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ned said, his eyes shifting to the side of the lighthouse. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Even though he appeared calm, I couldn’t stop the panic from rising as I realized my fingers were going numb. “What did you do to me?” I stumbled against the doorframe as I struggled to remain upright. “What the … ?” My tongue felt thick as my mind clouded with muffled thoughts.

      Ned didn’t bother keeping his attention on me, instead flicking his eyes to the side of the lighthouse as a shadow approached. “There you are. I was just looking for you.”

      Booker’s expression was quizzical as he glanced between us. “You were looking for me?”

      Even though my mind wasn’t working at full capacity, I couldn’t stop myself from grinding my teeth as realization dawned. They were working together. Ned and Booker were a team. That was the only thing that made sense.

      “I was,” Ned confirmed. “I figured you were close.”

      “And why is that?” Booker briefly darted a look in my direction and his eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Hadley, why are you standing like that?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but all that came out was gibberish as I leaned against the doorframe to keep my balance. My head felt as if it was floating, somehow detached from my body.

      “What in the hell!” Booker took a step toward me, anger splashing across his face. “Why haven’t you called for help, Ned? There’s clearly something wrong with her.”

      “Why would I call for help?” Ned asked dryly. “I did this.”

      Booker’s eyes flashed as he extended his fingers – and for a moment I was certain I saw something akin to claws extending from his fingernails – but he didn’t get a chance to complete his turn before Ned slammed a knife into his back.

      Booker growled and scrambled, doing his best to remain on his feet. “You son of a bitch,” he hissed. “It was you all along.”

      “The fact that you’re just figuring that out – and after I stabbed you, for crying out loud – speaks to your intellect in an unflattering way.” Ned was freakily bland. “Of course, you’ve never been one of the great thinkers of your time, have you, Booker?”

      Booker made a sound like a wounded animal as he swiped at Ned. The attorney easily sidestepped the attack and used his foot to push Booker off the deck. Even as I struggled to keep my eyes open – and it truly was a losing battle – I couldn’t help but feel guilty for suspecting Booker.

      “Come along, dear.” Ned grabbed the back of my shirt and dragged me down the steps, pointing me in the direction of the water. “I have a special day planned for you. I think you’re really going to enjoy it.”

      I cast a desperate look at Booker and found him prone on the ground, his chest heaving to pull oxygen into his lungs.

      I wanted to apologize, call out and tell him I was sorry for doubting him. I couldn’t form the words. I couldn’t make my mouth work, and my brain was threatening to implode.

      The last thing I saw before the darkness completely claimed me was the fear in Booker’s eyes. He worried he would die on the back lawn, alone and forgotten. Lilac would find him. I had no doubt about that. Hopefully she would get help and save him. He still had a bit of time.

      Me? I was pretty sure I was out of time.

      

      “WELCOME BACK.”

      I clawed my way out of unconsciousness, whimpering when I opened my eyes and the bright sunshine caused a flash of pain to cascade through me. I felt hungover, as if I drank an entire fifth by myself and lived to tell the tale. I wanted to fight the condition, curl up and go back to sleep until the pounding headache receded. I wasn’t given that option.

      “I’m talking to you!” Ned barked, throwing a cup of water in my face. “Don’t be rude.”

      I sputtered as I struggled to a sitting position, murdering my kidnapper with a harsh glare as I gripped the side of the boat. I hadn’t realized we were on the ocean, only a small strip of land in sight, until the rocking motion threatened to throw my stomach into rebellion.

      “What’s going on?” I gritted out, rubbing my hand over my forehead. “Is this a dream?”

      “Oh, my dear, I hope you have better dreams than this.” Ned remained calm as he leaned back in his seat and pinned me with a dark look. “Well, you’ve made a real mess of things, haven’t you?”

      That was rich coming from him. “I’m pretty sure I’m not the one who has been going around killing old women.”

      Ned narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      It didn’t occur to me until exactly that moment that Ned had no idea Galen was onto him. Or, well, on to his plan. I figured I could play with that information, use it to my advantage. “The women you’ve been killing,” I supplied, my voice raspy. I was desperate for a drink of water, but uncomfortable asking Ned for it given his propensity to poison people. “You’ve been poisoning them in the hopes of getting their property, although I have no idea how you thought that would work over the long haul.”

      “Who told you that?”

      I saw no reason to lie. “Galen. He’s tied all three deaths together.”

      “I haven’t heard anything about that.”

      “I don’t think murder discussions are the same as random gossip, even on an island as weird as Moonstone Bay.”

      “I see.” Ned’s eyes drifted to the water, his fingers lightly tracing over his chin as he debated something. “How long has he known?”

      I shrugged. “He didn’t say. I believe he had his suspicions after May. He was certain after Bonnie. You should’ve arranged for her to wash up in a different spot.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to wash up at all,” Ned barked, his frustration evident. “I drove miles away from the island. I looked at the tide maps before heading out. She was supposed to disappear, not die.”

      Huh. That was interesting. “Why?”

      “Because I was worried that Galen – even though he’s terminally stupid most days – might eventually tie things together,” Ned replied. “I won’t have the funds to buy Bonnie’s property for a bit. I figured they would eventually declare her dead and put her property up for auction. But that could take months. Hell, it could take years. It would give me the time I needed.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. “And all of this is because you wanted property?”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Ned sneered. “It’s not that simple. I’ve been trying to buy property on this island for twenty years. No one ever sells. The property always passes on to some relative … even ones I’ve never considered, like you.”

      I pursed my lips. “Bummer for you, huh?”

      “Yes, indeed.”

      “I still don’t understand why the property is so important to you,” I prodded. “You live on the island. You run a business here. Why do you need to own property? Is it a status symbol or something?”

      “I would like to say that it’s that easy, but there’s a variety of reasons,” Ned replied. “Moonstone Bay is unique. I think you’ve already ascertained that.”

      “I have.”

      “Owning property here is more than status. The island itself is magical. If you own property, you can apply to become a member of the DDA. With that position comes real power.”

      “What in the heck is up with this DDA?” I asked, dumbfounded. “I’ve heard nothing but terrifying things about the group since I landed.”

      “That’s because they’re powerful and they want to operate in a way that instills fear. I can respect that.”

      “So you decided to kill three helpless little old ladies because you wanted a spot on the DDA? That’s just … so much worse than I was expecting.”

      Ned snorted, disdainful. “May was hardly helpless.”

      “I guess that’s why you waited until she was sick to put your plan into action, huh?” I wanted to yank out his hair, slam my fist in his face and shove his head below the surface of the water until he stopped kicking. I didn’t have the strength. My body was slowly recovering, but I was nowhere near full strength. “She knew. She knew it was you who wanted her dead.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      My mind flitted to May’s panicked reaction on the third floor. “She knew. I don’t think she remembered that she knew, but she warned us right before you knocked. She told us the man who killed her was at the lighthouse.”

      “She told you?” Ned arched a dubious eyebrow. “She’s dead.”

      “That doesn’t mean her spirit isn’t around,” I argued. “She’s been popping in for visits.”

      “I guess I should’ve expected that,” Ned said, shaking his head. “She was too stubborn to just float into an afterlife.”

      “She’ll tell Galen what you did to her.”

      “Yes, but Galen can’t use a ghost’s words as testimony,” Ned pointed out. “Even on Moonstone Bay the words of the dead can’t be used as evidence.”

      That was disappointing. It was hardly my only weapon, though. “You stabbed Booker. Galen will be out looking for you. He’ll make you pay for what you’ve done.”

      “Booker will be dead before anyone gets to him,” Ned said. “Galen may very well return to the lighthouse – you guys have gotten extremely close in a short amount of time – but Booker won’t survive until the end of Galen’s shift.

      “In fact, the more that I think about it, the happier I am that it happened this way,” he continued. “Your disappearance will be talked about for weeks to come. People will tie Booker’s death to it, but they won’t quite know how he played into the scenario. Eventually it will become an urban legend of sorts, and when I buy the lighthouse and open it to tourists they will ask about the story and wonder if it’s haunted.”

      He seemed awfully sure of himself. “How do you figure that Booker’s death will be tied to my disappearance in a way that benefits you?”

      “Because you’re gone and he’s dead. What other suspects does Galen have?”

      “I don’t know about suspects, but he has another witness.”

      “I already told you that May doesn’t count.”

      “She might not be able to testify, but she can tell Galen what she saw,” I said. “She was on the third floor when you arrived. She told us about you.” That was a bit of an overstatement, but Ned didn’t need to know that. “She can tell Galen what you did. He might not be able to use the information in court, but that won’t stop him from going after you.”

      Ned shifted on his seat. The boat wasn’t large – a mid-sized speedboat – but it was expensive. It was clear that Ned Baxter was a man of means. Even though I wasn’t sure how much credence he’d give my threat, for the first time since I woke in the middle of the ocean Ned looked a bit worried.

      “He won’t be able to prove it.”

      “What if there’s another witness? A live witness, mind you.”

      Ned stilled, his hands gripping the arms of his chair. “And who would that be?”

      “The person who was upstairs with me at the time of your visit.” I let my tone cross into haughty territory. “I wasn’t the only one on the third floor when May arrived.”

      “Booker is dead.”

      “I’m not talking about Booker.”

      Ned was grim as he leaned forward, the thin veneer of pleasantness he managed to maintain at the start of the conversation completely eroding. “And who was that?”

      “Oh, I can’t tell you that.” I was in an untenable position, but that didn’t stop me from taunting my would-be killer. “That’s not playing fair, is it?”

      “You bitch!” Ned lashed out, striking me across the face. I wanted to be strong and pretend the blow didn’t hurt, but I couldn’t stop myself from crying out. “I will rip your heart out!”

      I cradled my cheek as I shrank back, pressing my back to the side of the boat as I glared at him. “That won’t stop you from going to jail for the rest of your life. Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if Galen decided to kill you rather than arrest you.”

      “Galen is an idiot!”

      “He stopped you last night, didn’t he?” I played a hunch. I had no idea if Ned was a wolf shifter, but it seemed to make sense. “How did you know I went out to Wesley’s place? Did you follow me?”

      “I’ve been watching you for days,” Ned seethed. “I was hoping you would be reasonable and sell me the lighthouse, but you decided to be an idiot instead.”

      “That’s a woman’s prerogative, isn’t it?”

      Ned ignored my attempt at sarcasm. “I hoped you would frighten easily, but that wasn’t really an option since Galen decided to attach himself to you. I’ve never seen him show so much attention to a woman he barely knows. He became your shadow almost from the moment you met.”

      “That’s probably because you sent a drunk to go after me with an ax.”

      “I didn’t send Mark to kill you,” Ned clarified. “I sent him to frighten you. He was only supposed to mess up the bedroom, but apparently he took it a step too far. That’s not on me.”

      “The fact that you can say that with a straight face is dumbfounding,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What would you have done if he’d killed me?”

      “Cut his pay in half and then wait to see what happened next.”

      “And what do you think would’ve happened?”

      “I think the lighthouse would’ve gone up for auction, and I would’ve made sure I was the highest bidder.”

      Ned’s ego was apparently so big it needed its own ZIP code. “Except the lighthouse wouldn’t have gone up for auction. My father is a lawyer. I filed a new will before I even flew out of Detroit. I already have an heir in place.”

      Ned stilled. “Excuse me?”

      “My father. He would inherit.”

      “You didn’t mention that,” Ned raged. “Why would you do something like that?”

      “Because I’m not an idiot and my father is an attorney,” I replied, not missing a beat. “Even without a will, my father would inherit. I wanted to make sure that everything was legal and he wouldn’t have to jump through a lot of hoops if something happened. If there’s one thing my father knows, it’s the law.”

      “But … .” Ned was flabbergasted. “He hasn’t even visited this island.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s not my heir.”

      “You stupid … son of a … !” Ned’s face turned red as he grabbed the front of my shirt and shook me. “Are you trying to ruin my life?”

      I fought to control my breathing as he bobbed in front of my face. “That’s only a bonus as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I am going to kill you!”
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      I instinctively lurched to the side to avoid Ned’s outstretched hands, lashing out with my foot and catching him at the knee. He howled, doubling over in pain, and I did the only thing I could think to do.

      It took all of my strength to struggle to my knees and lean over the side of the boat. The shore was a long way off – it seemed miles – but I had no other choice. If I remained in the boat Ned would surely kill me. If I jumped into the water I’d have a chance, however minimal.

      My arms and legs didn’t want to move as fast as I hoped, so I ended up flopping over the side of the boat rather than jumping. I hit the water face first. Initially I sank, the water threatening to devour me, but my reflexes kicked in and I managed to break the surface with a few kicks, and gulp in a huge mouthful of oxygen before panic overtook me.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Ned asked, as if annoyed by a small child.

      I didn’t bother glancing in his direction, instead stroking away from the boat and pointing myself toward Moonstone Bay. I had no idea how to gauge distance – especially at sea – but I figured it would take me a long time to swim back to shore.

      “Do you really think you can swim away from me?” Ned was incredulous. “It’s two miles back to the island.”

      Two miles? That was actually better than I’d initially thought. “I guess it will take me a little bit then, huh?” I kept my eyes focused on the small strip of land so I had something to work toward.

      “Get in the boat.”

      “No.”

      “Get back in the boat.”

      “No way.”

      “Get back in the boat or I’ll kill you,” Ned threatened.

      “I hate to break it to you, but that threat has absolutely zero clout with me,” I shot back. “You’re going to kill me if I get on the boat. At least this way I have a chance at escape.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      Was that a trick question? “I’m going to swim to shore.”

      “Do you really think I’m going to let you do that?”

      Ned’s voice got harder to hear with every stroke. I was determined to put distance between us, and the water lapping around my ears served to drown his voice. “I don’t see as you have much choice.”

      “I could kill you.”

      “You have a knife and would have to jump in the water to kill me.”

      “Do you think I won’t do that?”

      “Probably not, because that would mean a lack of control for you.”

      Ned was quiet for a long moment. “I have more than the knife.”

      His voice was chilling, but I refused to glance over my shoulder and confirm the evil expression I was certain I’d find on his face. “I don’t care.”

      “I have something else below deck.”

      “Good for you.”

      “It’s a gun.”

      My heart skipped a beat, but I remained facing toward the island. “How great for you.”

      “I will get it, Hadley.”

      “I guess you have to do what you have to do.”

      “Son of a … !” The waves drowned out the rest of his words. I heard him stomping on the boat deck. “I’m going to get the gun. You’re making this harder on yourself than you have to.”

      “Whatever.” I increased my speed when I was certain Ned had gone below deck. I couldn’t outrun a gun, but perhaps I could get far enough away while he searched for his weapon that he would choose to flee rather than pursue. It was probably a vain hope, but it was all I had.

      I counted in my head as I stroked, rationalizing that each number brought me closer to shore even though the island still seemed so small. I thought I caught a hint of movement in the water, but refused to divert my gaze from the island. It was a distraction, and given my fuzzy head the last thing I needed was a distraction.

      The physical exertion and cool water helped with the brain mush. I was even thirstier than before, but all I had around me was saltwater.

      I saw the flash of movement a second time and gritted my teeth. This time I was certain something was in the water with me. The first thing that popped into my head was a shark. I knew shark shifters weren’t a thing on the island, so that meant it was probably a real shark and I was about to become lunch.

      I pressed my eyes shut, forcing myself to focus on steady stroking. I’d lost track of Ned and didn’t hear anything from the boat – which I’d managed to leave behind thanks to my determination – but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t pursue me.

      I jolted when something surfaced in the water next to me, instinctively lashing out. My fingers brushed against something slimy – something I was certain was a fin of some sort – but my hand ultimately contacted skin when it landed.

      “What the … ?”

      I thought my heart would burst out of my chest when I opened my eyes and found Aurora keeping pace with me.

      “Good morning.” Aurora’s smile was quick and bright. “Nice day for a swim, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I choked out, my eyes going wide as I scanned the water and realized the fin I felt belonged to Aurora. Her entire bottom half, in fact, was a fin. “You’re a mermaid!”

      “I’m a siren,” Aurora corrected, moving a bit closer. “Do you know how far out you are?”

      “I have no idea. What’s a siren?”

      “It’s basically a mermaid, but I don’t like that term. It’s far too … Disney. Sirens are stronger than mermaids. They’re cooler, too.”

      “But you have a fin.”

      “I do,” Aurora confirmed, her auburn-highlighted hair streaming in the water as she moved alongside me. “We have a problem. You realize that, right?”

      “You mean other than the fact that you have a fin?”

      Aurora leaned in closer and stared into my eyes. “Have you been drugged?”

      “He stuck me with something. I can’t make my head work. I’m not even sure how I’m managing to swim.”

      “Ned?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Galen sent me looking for you when he realized what happened at the lighthouse,” Aurora replied. “He’s not in a good mood. I would hate to be Ned when he gets his hands on him.”

      “How did Galen know to look for me in the water?”

      “Booker told him that Ned had a boat and was leading you toward water last time he saw you.”

      Hope clawed through me. “Is Booker alive?”

      “He’s injured, but he’s alive,” Aurora replied. “Don’t worry about that.” She risked a glance over her shoulder when she heard a boat engine roar, as if coming to life, and then immediately die. “I know you’re confused and you don’t know what to make of this, but we don’t have much time.

      “I would like to let you get to a place of acceptance on your own but I honestly don’t think that’s possible,” she continued. “I need you to trust me.”

      “All I know about you is that you like to swim naked,” I admitted, my eyes going to her fin again. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “There’s no sense wearing a bathing suit, because I would rip it when shifting,” Aurora explained. “We can talk about that later. We need to deal with the here and now.”

      The boat engine roared again but didn’t catch.

      “How do you suggest we do that?” Now that Aurora had found me and I had more hope of escaping this mess than when I hit the water, the thought of dying in the ocean, of Ned winning, was completely unpalatable. “I can’t swim any faster. I can barely swim this fast.”

      “I know, and you’re fading.” Aurora’s expression was kind. “I need you to hold onto me, wrap your arms around my neck and hold on. I can get us back to shore faster by myself.”

      “You can?”

      “Of course. I’m a siren. I can do anything.”

      She said it in such a matter-of-fact manner that I could do nothing but nod. “Okay. I … won’t I choke you?”

      “It will be fine. Just hold on.”

      I did as instructed, pushing the odd feeling of Aurora’s fin against my thighs out of my mind as I squeezed my eyes shut. “Will we make it?”

      “We should. No more talking, though.”

      As if on cue, the boat’s engine roared to life and remained running. Ned was mobile again, which meant he was heading in this direction.

      “Let’s go!”

      

      THE SWIM BACK to the island was quick. I had no idea a sea creature could move as fast as Aurora, but she was sleek and quick as she glided through the water. Before I even realized what was happening I found my toes touching sand, and I fell forward as I dropped to my knees.

      The waves crashed into me, driving me forward, and I discovered I couldn’t readily open my eyes because the seawater caused them to burn. I heard footsteps rushing toward me in the water but I couldn’t make myself look, terror that Ned overtook us threatening to overwhelm me.

      Then I felt strong hands on my arms and I had no choice. I had to look. I wrenched open my eyes, determined to find the magic that evaded me when my mind collapsed thanks to the drugs, and gasped when Galen’s handsome face swam into view. “You found me.”

      “Aurora found you,” Galen gritted out, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me to my feet. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      “Other than that?”

      “I’m really thirsty.”

      Galen flicked a worried look to Aurora. “She seems out of it. What happened?”

      “I found her with Ned, just like you figured,” Aurora explained. “He was ranting and raving about wanting property so he could join the DDA. What a putz.”

      “What else?”

      “He drugged her.” Aurora wrung out her hair, paying no heed to the fact that she was naked and standing in front of the sheriff. “She’s a bit spacey. I think some water will do her good.”

      “I’ve got it.” Galen took me by surprise when he hauled me into his arms and carried me away from the water. “Where is Ned?”

      “He’s giving chase, but he’s had a few boat problems,” Aurora replied. “He should be here soon.”

      “Good.” Galen was grim as he sat me down in the shade and grabbed a bottle of water from a cooler he had lodged in the sand. “Drink this.” He twisted the top off the bottle and shoved it in my hand. “Drink all of it.”

      I wanted to argue, tell him that he wasn’t the boss of me and then ask about Booker, but I was so thirsty all I could do was guzzle. It tasted better than any gourmet dinner or expensive glass of wine I’d ever come across.

      “Thank you,” I gasped, water leaking from the corners of my mouth as I wiped my forehead. “I thought I was going to die out there.”

      Galen gripped the sides of my face and forced me to lock gazes with him. “I will never let that happen. You should’ve known I would come for you.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?”

      “Because I said so.” Galen handed me a second bottle of water. “Drink that. I’ll get you to the hospital as soon as possible.”

      “What about Booker?”

      “He’s alive.”

      That wasn’t nearly enough reassurance. “Is he going to stay alive?”

      Galen didn’t immediately answer. Aurora, who was slipping into a tank top and knit shorts, took it upon herself to do it for him.

      “He’s Booker,” Aurora supplied. “He’ll survive.”

      I had no idea what to make of that, so I opted to let it go for the time being. “What happens now?”

      “Now I handle Ned,” Galen replied, his fingers gentle as they rubbed my shoulders. “I’ll take care of Ned and then we’ll get you to the hospital. Everything will be fine after that.”

      “Ned said he had a gun,” I offered.

      “He did say that,” Aurora added. “He was under the deck for a long time. That’s what allowed us to get away.”

      “Did Ned see you?” Galen asked Aurora.

      “Yeah. He didn’t look happy about it.”

      “That’s because he knows it’s over,” Galen said. “He’s figured out that there’s no way for him to get out of this alive.”

      Alive? Wait … . “Are you going to kill him?”

      Galen quirked an eyebrow as he shifted his gaze to me. “Should I let him live after what he’s done?”

      “No. Yes. I … aren’t you supposed to arrest him?”

      “Island justice,” Galen replied. “Ned’s about to get a heaping dose of it.”

      “So you’ll kill him?”

      “He killed May,” Galen argued. “He tried to kill you. He left Booker for dead. That’s on top of what he did to Bonnie. Why would I let him live?”

      “What about a trial?”

      “A trial?” Galen challenged. “He’s clearly guilty. It’s not as if there’s any question about it.”

      I’d never heard a sheriff talk like that before and was understandably thrown. “Still … shouldn’t you at least try?”

      Galen’s expression softened as he held my gaze. “I understand that this is new for you, but I’m definitely going to kill him. He’s earned it. I don’t see why we have to waste money on a trial for a guy like him.”

      “He’s right, Hadley,” Aurora interjected. “Ned has proved himself to be an abysmal man. He shouldn’t live. He can’t offer anything to society.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, yet I couldn’t allow Galen to become a murderer because of me. “Galen … .”

      “Hadley, don’t get worked up about this,” Galen ordered, shifting his eyes to the water as the roaring sounds of the boat engine grew closer. “I’ve got this. I promise.”

      He stole my breath when he pressed a quick kiss to my mouth. It was barely a touching of lips, something more friendly than passionate, yet he managed to convey a mountain of emotions with the simple act.

      “What did you just do?” I exploded. “You can’t kiss me in the middle of a life-or-death situation.”

      Despite the circumstances, Galen smirked. “I believe I just did.”

      “Yeah, but … no!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because that’s not how a first kiss is supposed to go,” I complained. “There’s supposed to be mood music … and flowers … and a pretty dress.”

      “I didn’t realize that.” Galen shifted so he was in front of me and could watch the water. “I’ll know better for next time.”

      “There is no next time for a first kiss.”

      “Ah. Well, I’ll have to figure out something else then.” Galen grabbed Aurora’s arm and directed her to the spot next to me. “Stay over here please.”

      I opened my mouth, another complaint about Galen’s timing on my lips, but I realized Ned was climbing out of the boat and my relationship annoyance would have to wait. He clutched something in his hand. I couldn’t be sure at this distance, but it looked to be a gun. Fear returned swiftly … and with a vengeance.

      “I changed my mind,” I whispered. “You can kill him.”

      “Shh.” Galen patted my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. I promise. Just … stay here.”

      I wanted to believe him, so I did as he asked.

      Galen drew his weapon from the holster on his hip and fixed Ned with a dark look as the older man struggled up the beach. “That’s far enough, Ned.”

      Ned jolted at the voice. He clearly hadn’t realized Galen had joined the party. He must have missed him as Galen crouched next to me in the shade. “What are you doing here?”

      “I believe it’s called providing law and order.”

      Ned snorted. “Whatever she told you … well … it’s a lie. The girl is clearly delusional.”

      “What about what Booker told me?” Galen challenged.

      “I have no idea what Booker could’ve possibly told you.”

      “That you stabbed him and kidnapped Hadley.”

      “Then he’s deranged.”

      “He left the knife on the boat,” I offered, waving in that direction. “He had it the entire time we were talking.”

      “I’ve got this, Hadley.” Galen’s tone was cool, dangerous. “Ned, you don’t have a lot of options here. Hadley keeps waffling on whether or not she wants me to kill you. I’m leaning toward doing it, quite frankly, but I think she’s been through enough for one day.

      “If you drop the gun and surrender, I’ll take you into custody and make sure you get a trial,” he continued. “If you don’t, I’ll shoot you dead where you stand.”

      “You have no evidence to take me into custody,” Ned scoffed.

      “I have enough evidence to charge you with Booker’s attempted murder, Hadley’s kidnapping and May’s murder,” Galen argued. “I’ll fill in the rest after you’re in custody. I doubt it will be difficult.”

      “And you think I’ll just allow that?” Ned’s eyes flashed with derangement. “I have a plan. I’m sticking to the plan. I won’t allow you to derail the plan.”

      “You did that yourself when you took Hadley from her home,” Galen snapped. “You should’ve known I would come after you, that I would rip you apart simply for touching her. Now drop that weapon or … .”

      A gunshot echoed, causing me to jerk my shoulders. I knew Galen didn’t fire his weapon because his hand never moved. Galen was moving fast toward the beach, though, and it was evident he was fine.

      When I shifted my eyes to the right, to a stand of trees that I hadn’t been paying close attention to, I found Wesley stepping through the dense underbrush. He dropped the gun he was carrying at his feet and held up his hands as Galen knelt next to Ned and felt for a pulse.

      “He’s dead,” Galen announced.

      “I’m not sorry,” Wesley said. “He killed my wife.”

      Galen stared at him a moment. “I know. I’ll still have to take you in for questioning.”

      “I don’t care.” Wesley shifted his eyes to me. “Is she okay?”

      “Go see for yourself,” Galen said. “Leave the gun behind, if you don’t mind. I need to confiscate it for evidence.”

      “I’m fine with that.” Wesley forced a smile as he moved in my direction. “You’ve had a busy few days, huh?” He didn’t look upset in the least about ending Ned’s life. I guess I couldn’t blame him.

      “I’ve had better weeks.”
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      I was just settling down with May’s Book of Shadows and a glass of iced tea when someone knocked on the door. I’d spent the better part of the previous day answering questions, filling out paperwork and promising Wesley that I didn’t hold his vengeful ways against him. In truth, I understood why he did what he did. He might not have been married to May any longer, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t the love of his life.

      I sighed as I shifted the book to the couch and shuffled to the door, widening my eyes when I found Galen waiting on the other side. I hadn’t seen him all day – not that I was bitter or anything – and I wasn’t sure when our paths would cross again.

      “What’s up?”

      As far as greetings go, it wasn’t my best. Still, I didn’t want to appear too pleased or eager to see him.

      “It’s a nice night for a walk, huh?” Galen smiled as I pursed my lips, extending a colorful flower that I couldn’t quite put a name to. “I brought you this.”

      I accepted the flower, unsure what to make of the gesture. “Why?”

      “Because I screwed up the other thing and I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t listening to you.”

      That was a good answer. Still … . “So you dropped by to give me a flower?”

      “I dropped by to give you a flower and take you on a walk,” Galen clarified, gesturing to the front porch. “I’m multi-tasking.”

      “Oh, well, hmm.” I ran a hand through my hair to smooth it. The humidity had done a number on it – again – but there wasn’t much I could do to fix it. “Are you sure you want to take a walk? You can come in and have some iced tea if you want to get out of the heat.”

      “I think that’s a nice option for another night, but I definitely think we should take a walk tonight,” Galen replied. “I think it will be good for you to get out of the house and enjoy the fresh air … and we have a few things to talk about.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my groan. “Oh, geez. I hate it when you say stuff like that.”

      “I know. Why do you think I do it?”

      “Just let me put the flower in some water.” I was buying time, hoping to slap a bit of makeup on when Galen wasn’t looking, but he didn’t give me the option.

      “Don’t worry about the flower.” Galen plucked it from my hand and rested it on the small table to my right. “There’s more where that came from.”

      “But … .”

      Galen shook his head, cutting me off. “Come on.” He extended his hand. “Let’s walk.”

      I stared at his outstretched hand for a moment, very aware that I was making an important decision if I took it. I’d managed to live a life in limbo for a full week, but now the real world beckoned and things were about to change.

      I blew out a sigh as I slipped my hand in his, grabbing my keys from the table and closing the door behind me as I followed. I didn’t really have a choice. I knew that. I couldn’t walk away, so it was necessary to look ahead.

      I fell into step with Galen as he led me down the driveway. He seemed to have a clear destination in mind, so I let him choose the way. I was relieved when he turned away from the busy downtown area, the bar lights twinkling in the night sky, and instead headed down a residential street.

      “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      We lapsed into silence, a few shared moments that should’ve been comfortable. I couldn’t bear the long stretches of quiet, though, so I ruined the moment. “How is Booker? I stopped by the hospital to see him this morning, but the intake nurse said he was already gone, and I don’t know where he lives.”

      “I saw him this afternoon,” Galen replied. “He’s moving a bit slow, but he’ll be okay.”

      “How can he be out of the hospital so fast after what happened?” I challenged. “Shouldn’t he be under observation or something?”

      “He is under observation.”

      “Who is observing him?”

      “Someone he trusts.” Galen flashed me a warning look before turning down another street. “I didn’t plan this walk so we could spend the evening talking about Booker. I promise you he’s okay. In a few days he’ll be as good as new. I’m sure he’ll be around to see you then.”

      I didn’t fail to notice that he was leaving out the most important thing, like how Booker could be okay so quickly, but I decided to leave that for another time. “What about Wesley? Are you going to charge him?”

      “No.”

      “Not with anything?”

      “He thought you were in danger,” Galen said. “He was trying to protect the last member of his family.”

      I ran the previous day through my head. I was quite a distance from Ned when Wesley fired, and Galen stood between us at the time. “I wasn’t in imminent danger.”

      “Close enough.” Galen squeezed my hand. “Do you want Wesley to go to jail?”

      “No.”

      “Then let it go.”

      “Fine.” I blew out a sigh. “So that’s it? Everything is done and closed up?”

      “We went through Ned’s house,” Galen said. “We found some of his plans in his office. He’s apparently been trying to buy up island property for years.”

      “To get on the DDA?”

      “So it seems.”

      “I clearly need to know more about this DDA,” I muttered.

      “We can talk about that another night,” Galen said. “It’s a boring story.”

      Somehow I had my doubts. “Okay, but … I’m going to hold you to that. I have a lot of questions.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt.”

      “One of them revolves around the shifter on the road the other night. Do you know who that is?”

      “No, and with Ned dead, I’m not sure I’ll ever find out. I’m willing to hazard a guess that Ned hired whoever it was to either frighten or kill you. I’m searching through Ned’s financial records, but I can’t find a payment. He probably used cash. I seem to be at a dead end on that one.”

      “So … it’s done.”

      “It’s done,” Galen confirmed as he opted for another turn. It was only then that I realized he was leading me toward the cemetery.

      “Wait.” I slowed my pace. “You’re not going to feed me to the zombies, are you?”

      Galen’s expression was a picture of patience even as his lips curved. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “You said I’m a pain in the butt.”

      “You are.”

      “So maybe you don’t want to deal with me,” I suggested. “Maybe you think it will be easier if I’m a zombie and you can lock me in the cemetery.”

      “It might be easier, but I doubt very much it will be as entertaining.” Galen tugged on my hand. “Come on. There’s something I want to show you.”

      He didn’t sound angry or even frustrated. Still, I scuffed my flip-flops against the concrete as I followed. “I really don’t want to be zombie food.”

      “You’re not going to be zombie food,” Galen promised. “In fact, once we’re done here, I have every intention of taking you to a nice dinner on the beach.”

      That was news to me. “You do? I’m not really dressed for the occasion.”

      “This is an island. You don’t need to dress for an occasion.”

      “Okay, but … what if I want seafood or something?” I challenged. “Can we go to a restaurant that serves good seafood if I’m dressed like a bum?”

      Galen took a moment to look over my outfit. I wore simple cut-offs and a T-shirt – although both were clean – and I was clearly underdressed for a night out. “You look cute.”

      Instead of taking me to the cemetery’s front gate, he led me along the long wall and toward the back of the plot. I followed, understandably curious, and when we rounded the final corner I found he’d set up a blanket and picnic basket on the ground.

      “What’s this?” I was absurdly touched and a bit suspicious. “Are you going to feed me before they eat me?”

      “Ha, ha.” Galen released my hand and flicked my ear. “You’re definitely a lot of work.”

      I leaned over and picked through the picnic basket. “Sandwiches and potato salad. I was hoping for seafood … and you said we were having dinner on the beach.”

      “We live on an island. There’s always seafood available. Also, this entire island is a beach, but I get what you’re saying. We’ll do that tomorrow, make a big deal out of it and everything.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m going out with you again tomorrow?”

      Galen smirked. “Call it a hunch.”

      I considered arguing with him, putting up a token fight for form’s sake, but I didn’t have the energy, and we both knew he was going to get his way. Still, that didn’t mean I wasn’t curious. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Because you keep stumbling across information in a manner that hurts you and I want to fix that,” Galen replied. “The thing is, I can’t protect you from all of that. It’s going to happen, and I can’t possibly keep up with what you know.”

      “But?”

      “But there’s something here I know you don’t know about and I need you to see it before someone else accidentally tells you or you stumble across the truth yourself.” Galen wrapped his hands around my wrist and directed me toward a slot in the wall. “Come on.”

      For some reason, the shift in his demeanor made me a bit nervous. He still seemed happy and full of life, but there was a darkness flitting around his eyes. I was almost afraid to see what he wanted to show me.

      “Look through here.” Galen pulled back a sliding cover and revealed a window in the wall.

      I balked. “What am I going to see?”

      “Something you probably don’t want to see, but you need to know, so I’m making sure it happens under the right circumstances.” Galen leaned over and plucked a flower from the vase next to the wall. It was the same sort of flower he’d given me twenty minutes before. “Here.”

      I took the flower, confused. “So these are stolen flowers, huh?”

      Galen smirked. “They’re pretty, and they remind me of you.” He slipped his arm around my waist and positioned me so I was in front of him. “Look.”

      I gave up fighting the effort and looked through the glass, taking a moment to let my eyes adjust and grimacing when I saw the lumbering zombies moving on the other side of the wall. “I’ve seen them before.”

      “Yes, but you haven’t really looked.” Galen leaned down so his chin rested on my shoulder, his eyes busily scanning faces. Finally he found what he was looking for and pointed to the left. “There.”

      I followed his finger, unsure what I was supposed to be looking at. My heart skipped a beat when a familiar face popped into view. At first I was sure I was mistaken. I shook my head to clear my vision and stared harder.

      After a long time – what felt like forever – I remembered to breathe and let loose a horrified gasp. “That’s my mother!”

      “I know.” Galen stroked the back of my head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “But … .” I searched my memory. “She was cremated. My father spread her ashes in the Grand Canyon when we visited. I was ten. I remember.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Galen said. “You’ll have to ask your father. I do know that your mother’s body was transported here. It was about seven years ago, not right after she died. That’s one of the reasons I always assumed she raised you. I thought she died at that time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t either.” Galen’s arms were strong as they came around me. “I knew she was in here, and I also knew it was only a matter of time before you found out. I wanted to be the one to tell you, because … well, because it felt as if it should be my job.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My tongue was tied and there was a very good possibility my mind was about to seize.

      Galen pressed a kiss to my cheek, drawing me out of my stupor. “I’m really sorry.”

      I let loose a shaky breath, my eyes never leaving my mother’s face. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t do it.”

      “No, but I can’t help but wonder if I should’ve told you sooner.”

      “You told me now.” I patted the hand that rested on my midriff. “It’s okay.” I said the words, but I wasn’t sure I meant them. How could any of this be okay?

      “You can ask Wesley about it,” Galen prodded. “He’s bound to know.”

      “I will.” My voice was unnaturally squeaky.

      “I’m so sorry.” Galen kissed my cheek a second time. “This was a bad idea, wasn’t it?”

      I opened my mouth to agree, but found myself shaking my head instead. When I turned, the smile I graced him with was small but heartfelt. “No. It was a good idea.”

      “How can you say that? I saw the look on your face when you saw your mother. That wasn’t a happy look.”

      “You told me the truth.” I gripped his hand. “I’m not going to pretend this island doesn’t freak me out … that this witch thing isn’t going to give me nightmares … and that these zombies aren’t unbelievably weird. But this is my home now, and you told me the truth.”

      Galen relaxed a bit, but his eyes remained guarded. “So now what?”

      “Now?” I flicked my eyes to the incredibly odd and yet romantic picnic. “Now we eat the dinner you put together and get to know one another outside of a catastrophe. After that … it’s anyone’s guess.”

      Galen’s lips curved. “Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      “That sounds like a great plan.” Galen led me toward the blanket. “I brought pie, too.”

      “Oh, who doesn’t love pie?”

      “No one I would ever trust with my life … or my heart.”

      At least we had that in common.
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      “Why is everyone naked?”

      It took me a second to register the comment. It took me another second to register the comment was from my father. It took me almost a full minute to respond.

      “No one is naked. They’re just not wearing shirts.”

      I was hoping he wouldn’t make a big deal about this. I didn’t want to be embarrassed before I even met these people.

      I could hear my dad mutter something under his breath while my mom put a hand on his arm to soothe him. I hoped that would be enough prompting. If I had to pull out the fake tears, we were all going to be upset.

      I was following my parents down the fifth floor corridor of Wharton Hall – my college dorm. As an incoming freshman, this was a nerve-wracking, and exciting day for me.

      It had taken a lot of effort to talk my parents into letting me stay in a co-ed dorm. If Dad had his way, he would’ve forced me into an all-girls dorm – and that would have been ugly.

      Actually, my mom didn’t seem to care about the coed dorm. In fact, she’s the one who ultimately changed Dad’s mind.

      “It will be safer for her to have boys around,” she’d argued. “They can walk with the girls to their night classes and even go to parties with them.”

      Parties were another story, of course. Dad wanted to pretend those didn’t exist. I found that pretty funny – especially since he was reportedly banned from all the bars in our small town when he was my age because he liked to fight a little too much – and fighting for him involved throwing furniture and people through windows.

      My name is Zoe Lake. I’m eighteen years old, and I’m from a very small town in Northern Lower Michigan. It has one stoplight and six bars. Yeah, you do the math.

      The town was so small I graduated with fifty-two people – one of whom was my own cousin. There weren’t a lot of choices in classes, after-school activities or friends. I essentially made a choice in middle school: I was going to be popular. To achieve that goal, I aligned myself with the ‘in crowd’ for the duration of my stay in the district.

      I didn’t hate my friends, I just didn’t particularly like them. I was just biding my time.

      When it came time to select a college, I had a big decision to make. My grades were good enough to get me into one of the big state universities. Ultimately, though, two of my high school friends opted to go there – and I really didn’t want to go to the same school they were attending for fear I’d fall into old patterns.

      I wanted to go to a school where I didn’t know anyone, hence Covenant College.

      Covenant College is a mid-sized school in mid-Michigan. It’s ninety minutes away from home – too far for my parents to stop in on a whim, but close enough I can go home on weekends. Looking around at all the shirtless beefcake preening in the hall – I doubted I would want to be too close to home on weekends.

      My parents stopped outside room 506 and then turned to me expectantly.

      I was a little nervous, but I didn’t want them to think I was jittery in case they tried to help me make friends – like when I was in kindergarten. Instead, I took a deep breath to calm my frazzled nerves, tucked my shoulder-length blonde hair behind my ears, and opened the door.

      Two girls in the common room greeted me. They were surrounded by their own belongings – which they hadn’t yet moved into the adjoining bedroom.

      I took a quick glance into the bedroom, noticing no one had laid claim to a bed. Since we were freshman, we only had the two rooms and one bathroom to share. The older we got, the better the dorm-room options.

      I plastered a smile on my face. Even though I was an only child, I was determined to make this work. I’d heard my parents talking when they thought I couldn’t hear them the other day. They didn’t think I was capable of getting along with others. I’d show them – or at least I’d fake it until they left.

      “I’m Zoe,” I said, maneuvering around my parents.

      I got a good look at the two girls. One was short and blonde like me. I’m about five feet, five inches tall and thin, without being waif-like. The first girl I focused on looked to be about five feet, three inches tall with shoulder-length blonde hair. She was a little chubbier than me, but not fat, and she had bright blue eyes. She was completely average looking. She smiled in greeting.

      “I’m Brittany Hartman.”

      We were college students, so we didn’t shake hands. Instead, we just exchanged tepid smiles. I could tell everyone was sizing each other up.

      “This is Paris,” Brittany said, nervously gesturing to the other girl.

      This girl was a lot more interesting to look at. Paris was about five feet, seven inches tall with long, brown hair, and the highest cheekbones I had ever seen on a real person (versus the pages of Vogue). She was also ridiculously pale and exotic looking.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi,” she said, smiling back.

      My parents pulled my luggage into the middle of the room and watched me expectantly.

      “What?”

      “Do you want me to help you unpack?” Mom looked hopeful.

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you should get unpacked right away.”

      “I’m fine.” I didn’t need my mommy to help me put my clothes away. Plus, I would die if my dad saw the lingerie in my bag. He still thought I was a virgin – even though he’d found my birth control pills a few months ago and asked my mom if they were drugs.

      The subject hadn’t been brought up again. I had a feeling, if he saw what was in my bag, he’d blow.

      “She’s fine,” Dad warned. “They can all unpack together.”

      Mom looked uncertain. I could tell she didn’t want to leave me. Ah, the burden of being an only child.

      “We should just get her settled … .” Mom bit her lower lip.

      Dad was warily eyeing the shirtless boys in the hall who were showing an overt interest in Paris and me as they copped an occasional glance. “No, we’re going. I want to get home in time to get some yard work done.”

      Mom must have decided it wasn’t worth a fight. She moved in to give me a hug, even though I’m often uncomfortable with the gesture. I figured it would get her out of here quicker though, if I reciprocated.

      Dad and I don’t really hug. Instead, he handed me a fistful of cash. “If you need anything for the room, charge it on your credit card. I mean anything.”

      I smiled, thanking him.

      My parents were gone pretty quickly. I didn’t follow them out in the hall to watch them leave. I was close enough to home that I’d be seeing them regularly. Plus, I didn’t want to see if my dad punched any of the boys loitering in the hallway as he departed.

      After they were gone, I turned to Paris and Brittany expectantly. “So we don’t know who else is in here with us?”

      “No,” Paris said. “We were going to wait until everyone was here to choose beds, but I’m ready to start putting stuff together.”

      “Me, too,” I agreed. “If she doesn’t like what bed she gets, tough. She should have gotten here sooner.”

      Paris couldn’t help but smile. I could tell she was thinking the same thing. For her part, Brittany still looked doubtful.

      “Come on,” I prodded her. “It will be fine.”

      We all left our stuff in the common room – which was sparsely furnished with four desks and nothing else. We all wandered into the bedroom and looked at each other expectantly.

      “Anyone have any preference?” Paris asked.

      I jumped right in. “I’d prefer a top bunk.” I’m not shy – and we were going to be stuck with these beds for nine months.

      “I’d prefer a bottom bunk,” Paris said. “Why don’t we take the beds on the right?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      We both turned and looked at Brittany. “You can pick whichever bed you want.”

      Even though she was still nervous, Brittany ultimately took the top bunk on the left side of the room near the window.

      Paris and I were both eyeing the room with the same idea. Paris voiced it first. “If we move the beds end to end against the far wall, we can fit all four desks in here, too. That would allow us to make the main room just for entertainment.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said enthusiastically.

      “What if the other girl doesn’t like that idea?” Brittany was going to be a pain. I could tell right away. She needed to loosen up – and quick.

      “She’ll live.”

      Paris laughed and nodded.

      We immediately got to work. With all three of us working, it didn’t take long to get things in shape. Paris and I already had our beds made, including alarm clocks and fans in place, while Brittany was still trying to find her sheets. It didn’t surprise me when she pulled out a boring set of floral bedding. I’d bought Star Wars sheets and Paris had a tie-dyed set.

      Paris and I each hauled in our suitcases and started to unpack. There were two different closets, one on each side of the room. Paris and I took the one closet and quickly managed to stow all of our clothes without a problem. Ironically, we had a lot of the same shoes. Converse had obviously made a lot of money off the two of us.

      When we were finished, Brittany was still working on making her bed. I wanted to laugh at her attempt to do hospital corners, but I let it go. I didn’t think this was the best way to create harmony in the room.

      Paris and I walked out into the common room and looked around. Luckily, Paris had the foresight to bring a television – but other than that, we had no furniture.

      “Want to go shopping?”

      “Will your dad mind?”

      “No. He expects it.”

      “Maybe we should wait and see what our other roommate brings?” Brittany said.

      That was probably a good idea, so Paris and I sat down on the floor in the main room to get to know one another. Brittany remained unpacking in the bedroom, but she answered whatever questions we tossed her way.

      In short order, I found out that Brittany was an only child like me, but Paris was one of ten kids who ranged in age from thirty to five. I figured her parents must have been busy. They sounded like free-love hippies, though. I was cautiously optimistic that Paris and I would be good friends.

      About two hours into the conversation, the door of our room opened and a redheaded girl stood uncertainly in the doorway.

      “Hi,” I greeted her warmly, introducing myself to her. Paris followed suit. For her part, Brittany seemed to be hiding in the bedroom. I guess she was worried there might be some sort of fallout from the whole bed thing.

      “I’m Tara,” the redhead said, pulling a suitcase behind her.

      “We already picked beds,” I offered. I didn’t offer to change the situation if she didn’t like it. I wasn’t feeling that magnanimous.

      “That’s fine,” she said. “I’m not picky.”

      Brittany seemed to visibly relax in the doorway when she heard that and quickly showed Tara what we’d done with the bedroom.

      “That’s a great idea,” Tara said looking around. “You guys have done a lot of work.”

      “It really wasn’t that much work,” I answered. “It just seemed to make more sense to do it now rather than wait until we’d all made our beds and everything.”

      Tara agreed. She started unpacking her stuff right away. She didn’t seem to have a problem fitting in with everyone else. Despite Brittany being uptight, I didn’t think this was a bad room configuration -- as far as personalities went anyway.

      Everyone continued to gossip.

      Brittany, it turns out, was from a high-class portion of Oakland County (a suburb of Detroit). Paris was from a small town about an hour north of the city and Tara was from a minuscule town about an hour east of Covenant College. We all had vastly different backgrounds, I noticed. I guess that’s what college is about, though.

      Tara was still seeing her high school boyfriend and he lived back home – so she said she’d probably be spending a lot of her weekends back with her parents so she could see him. I couldn’t help but wonder how long that would last – but I wisely kept my mouth shut.

      Paris also had a boyfriend. He was at Covenant, though, and he was two years older than us. I figured that was going to make getting beer so much easier.

      I then told them about my boyfriend, Will. Will and I had been together since I was fourteen years old. He was from a small town about fifteen minutes from the town I had grown up in. It had two stoplights. He was going into his junior year at Covenant. If I’m being truthful, that’s probably another reason I opted for Covenant – I just didn’t want him to know that.

      Despite the fact that we’d been together for four years, Will and I had taken a pragmatic approach to our relationship. We were together, but we weren’t fanatical about it when I was still in high school and he was in college. I had a feeling he’d had a few flings – but I really didn’t want to know about them. For my part, I’d taken a good friend to prom and there might have been a little messing around. Nothing major, though.

      When I told Will that I would be going to Covenant, he was excited. We’d agreed that we were going to give monogamy a shot. I figured we’d start that tomorrow. I was kind of interested in meeting the guys out in the hallway.

      I opened the door – figuring if anyone wanted to meet us, this was the way to go about the process -- and Paris pulled out a deck of cards.

      “You know how to play euchre?”

      I smiled. I knew I was going to like Paris.

      Brittany and Tara had finished unpacking at this point. It may have been uneventful, but it was the perfect night of bonding.

      If this is college, I thought, then this is going to be a great year.

      I couldn’t know how truly wrong I would be.
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      The next morning I didn’t wake up until almost 11 a.m. I felt Paris stir in the bottom bunk about the same time consciousness claimed me. Our late night gab session had gone until almost 3 a.m. – but it had been a great way for all of us to get to know one another.

      I rolled over and saw that Brittany was not only up but had made her bed. I hoped she didn’t expect the same from me. I had no intention of making my bed again until I returned home in the spring. I couldn’t see into the bottom bunk, but I had a feeling Tara was up, too. It looked like Paris and I were going to be the late sleepers.

      I climbed out of the bunk, muttering something unintelligible to Paris as I moved toward the door into the common room – which was shut. Paris responded with something equally as garbled. Somehow I was getting the impression that the right side of the room was going to be grumpy in the morning. That was fine by me. The less someone talked to me when I first got up, the better.

      When I went into the empty common room, I noticed that neither Brittany nor Tara were there. I couldn’t muster up the energy to care as I climbed into the shower – where I let the never-ending stream of scalding water wake me up for the next twenty minutes. When I exited the bathroom, Paris went in behind me and closed the door. We still hadn’t exchanged morning pleasantries.

      I went back into the bedroom to dress and put my makeup on. I dried my hair and hastily tied a purple bandana over it as I donned a tank top and cutoffs.

      Paris took less time to get ready than I did – and I couldn’t help but be a little jealous at how good she looked even though she hadn’t put on a stitch of makeup or done her hair.

      “Want breakfast?” One of us had finally spoken.

      “Sure,” I answered. “Although, it’s technically lunch now.”

      We made our way down to the main floor. Our dorms were on the fifth floor and we both wordlessly took the stairs down. I had a feeling it would be a different situation when it came time to climb back up – but that was something I’d tackle later.

      When we reached the dining area, we both handed our school IDs over to the girl at the door. She swiped them through the machine without even bothering to look up at us and make sure our faces matched our pictures. I guess lunchroom fraud wasn’t a big deal.

      Once inside the cafeteria, Paris and I both plodded to the line to check out the food situation. You hear horror stories about college food – but it looked pretty good to me. I settled for chicken fingers and fries. I noticed Paris got the same thing. I was glad to see she wasn’t a health nut.

      Once we both had our trays, we turned to decide where to sit.

      “Paris, Zoe, over here.”

      We both turned to see Brittany and Tara seated at a table a few feet away. We made our way to the table and sat down with them.

      “We were wondering if you two were going to ever get up,” Brittany’s voice was like nails on a chalkboard. That was definitely a sound I wasn’t going to want to hear when I had a hangover.

      Tara seemed to read my mind because she hid her smirk behind a cup of coffee. Rather than saying something snarky, I shoved the straw from my pop into my mouth instead. It was too early to be bitchy.

      “Did you sleep well?” Brittany was not to be deterred.

      “As compared to what?” Apparently Paris didn’t like being around bubbly people when she first got up either.

      Brittany looked confused. “As compared to sleeping badly.”

      Sarcasm was going to be lost on this girl -- that much was obvious.

      “We slept fine.”

      The conversation jumped from theme to theme after that, with all four of us discussing what classes we had signed up for and our need to go book shopping at some point. We all had our first classes on Monday. Since it was Friday, we figured we had plenty of time to go and buy our books.

      “Let’s just go Sunday,” Paris said, dipping her chicken fingers into a big pile of ketchup.

      “That’s the day before classes,” Brittany frowned.

      “So?”

      “Well, don’t you want to start reading them right away?”

      Paris and I both froze with food in our mouths. I swallowed, trying to buy time before answering. I should have bought more time.

      “You were a nerd in high school weren’t you?”

      Brittany looked hurt. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Who would want to read textbooks before they have to?”

      “Someone that loves to learn,” Brittany was becoming a little shrill. “I don’t want to fail out.”

      “You’re not going to fail out,” Tara soothed, shooting me a dirty look for getting Brittany worked up. I sensed a divide forming in the room. Paris must have, too.

      “I don’t think that’s what Zoe was saying,” she said. “I think she was just pointing out that it might be a waste of time to read the textbooks before hand – especially if we’re only covering certain chapters in class.”

      Nice save. Although that’s not really what I was saying.

      Brittany seemed to relax at Paris’ explanation. “I never thought of that.”

      “I just don’t want to think about school when we have the weekend in front of us,” I said.

      “What are we going to do?” Uh-oh, Brittany was a “we” person.

      Paris seemed nonplussed by the development, too. “I don’t know,” she said carefully. “I’m going to a party at my boyfriend’s tonight.”

      “A party? With beer?”

      I smirked at Paris as I took another sip of my Diet Coke. I wondered how she was going to handle this.

      “Yes, there will be beer there.”

      “Are you going to drink it?”

      “Yes.” Paris turned to me. “You’re coming, right?”

      I got the feeling she didn’t want to be stuck alone with Brittany.

      “Sure,” I said with a laugh. “Will and I agreed we weren’t going to see each other this weekend so I could get to know you guys and he could party with his frat brothers.”

      “Which frat is he in?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it’s Alpha Chi, or something like that.”

      “That’s the best frat on campus,” Brittany said knowingly.

      “Really? What scale are they grading on?”

      Brittany looked confused again. I was starting to think she was socially retarded. God, I hope she wasn’t home schooled.

      “The guys in Alpha Chi are supposed to be very academically minded,” she said.

      “How do you know that?”

      “When I stopped to get a brochure on Delta Zeta they told me,” she said.

      Paris and I exchanged looks.

      “You’re going to rush a sorority?” Paris asked. She looked as worried as I felt.

      “Yes,” Brittany was excited. “Probably not until next semester, though. I want to get settled before I rush a sorority.”

      “Why would you want to rush a sorority?” Whoops, did I just ask that out loud?

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Why would you?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Paris stepped in. “I think what Zoe means is, why do you feel the need to rush a sorority? Can’t you make friends on your own?” Yeah, that was so much better than how I would have phrased it.

      “Yes, but a sorority isn’t about friends … it’s about sisters.”

      Uh, gag me.

      Brittany must have seen the look of distaste cross my face.

      “I notice you don’t have the same problem with fraternities,” she sniffed.

      “I think fraternities are equally useless,” I offered. “It’s just that I think the guys go into fraternities so they have easy access to women for sex and older guys on hand to buy beer.”

      Paris snorted out her laughter. “I would agree with that.”

      “And why do you think girls go into sororities?”

      Now this was a dangerous question – and Brittany didn’t look like she was going to let it go. In a typical situation, I would try to deflect. Brittany didn’t seem like the type of girl who could be distracted, though. I decided to be honest.

      “I think girls – some girls,” I corrected myself hastily. “I think that maybe they join sororities to buy friends.”

      There it was.

      Brittany looked offended. Tara looked interested in her reaction. And Paris? She looked like she was fighting to keep from laughing out loud.

      “Why would I need to buy friends?”

      “I didn’t say you needed to buy friends,” I offered lamely. This conversation was getting uncomfortable. “I just think it’s weird that you would want to go into a sorority where you have to pay money and they make you do lame things and then they want you to agree to essentially think just like them.”

      I should have stopped there. I didn’t.

      “It’s like a cult,” I finished.

      Paris coughed to cover up her laughter. Brittany looked furious.

      “That’s not true,” she argued vehemently. “Sororities are about making lifelong contacts and friends. It’s about networking.”

      “Why do you need to pay to make contacts? Why can’t you just make contacts on your own? And why do you have to do it with a group whose whole purpose is to keep out other people? To only let in those who are desirable in their eyes?”

      I was on a roll now.

      “And who decides who is desirable? If they don’t like your haircut, are they going to keep you out? If they don’t think you dress appropriately does that reflect badly on you? If you prefer True Blood over The Vampire Diaries are they going to blackball you?”

      Yep, I should have stopped while I was ahead.

      Brittany launched into a lengthy diatribe describing the merits of sororities and how I was a bigot. Quite frankly, I tuned her out. Paris was shaking with silent laughter beside me.

      For my part, I concentrated on my lunch while trying to feign interest on whatever Brittany was whining about now. Finally, I realized there was a lull in the conversation. I realized everyone at the table was looking at me. “What?”

      Paris bit her lower lip to keep from smiling. “Brittany just wanted to know what you were wearing to the party tonight.”

      “That’s not what I asked her,” Brittany argued.

      “Yes, it is,” Paris replied.

      “No, it’s not,” she said.

      “Yes, it is,” Tara stressed.

      Brittany decided to try one more time. “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is!” Both Tara and Paris were done with the conversation.

      I smiled sweetly at Brittany in an attempt to placate her. “It’s still warm out, so I figured I’d just wear a pair of cutoffs and a top.”

      Brittany seemed to be waging an internal debate. Finally, she just gave in and nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Something told me the sorority debate wasn’t over yet.
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      After lunch, we decided to go shopping for some furniture for the common room. No one wanted to sit on the floor anymore – especially one that didn’t have a rug.

      There weren’t a lot of places to choose from – especially on a college budget – so we all settled for Meijer.

      I was a little apprehensive about how things were going to go – especially given how uptight Brittany was in general – but everything went smoothly.

      We got a simple rug for the middle of the room, a small refrigerator, a wicker chair and a futon couch. It wasn’t great furniture – but it was comfortable. I knew my dad wouldn’t care about how much money I spent either – he was good that way.

      After transporting all the furniture back to the dorm and assembling things, everyone started making plans for the party later that night.

      Since she was so nervous, Brittany showered first. While she was in the bathroom, Tara informed us that Brittany had already showered, but she wanted to look ‘especially good’ in case there were hot guys in attendance.

      Paris and I found the situation funny, but Tara warned us about pushing Brittany too far.

      “I think she’s one of those girls who’s so uptight that she could snap in the middle of the night and kills us all,” Tara admitted.

      “She wouldn’t kill us,” I disagreed. “She might cut all our hair off or something … or try to use the Epilady on us … but she wouldn’t kill us.”

      Paris sat on the floor with us and dealt out a hand of three-handed euchre – not as much fun as regular euchre – but distracting enough to hold our attention. “What that girl needs is to get laid.”

      I didn’t disagree with the sentiment. The night before, Brittany had said she’d slept with one guy one time but didn’t like it. Now she wanted to wait until she was in love.

      “That was a lie,” Tara agreed.

      “Nobody doesn’t like it,” I said.

      Paris smirked at me.

      “What?”

      “I’m just picturing you with a whip,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “You’re too bossy not to be the one in control.”

      This was true.

      “Sex can still be good even without an orgasm,” Tara offered.

      I felt sorry for her. “That’s a load of crap.”

      “It really is,” Paris said.

      After finishing the game, Tara, Paris, and I all went into the bedroom to get ready.

      Since we weren’t as over-protected as Brittany, none of us were as worried about getting ready. I kept on the cutoffs I’d been wearing all day and switched out the tank top with a simple black V-neck. I then tied a flannel shirt around my waist in case I got cold later. I finished the outfit off with my Nike flip-flops. Cute, but comfortable. We had about a half a mile walk to get to the party.

      Paris put on a pair of denim capris and an Old Navy T-Shirt. I could tell she didn’t care about getting dressed up either. She finished off her outfit with a pair of cute boat shoes that I made a mental note to borrow at a later date. We’d already compared shoe size, and were tickled to find out we both wore a size nine. That was going to expand the Converse selection by quite a bit for both of us.

      Tara dressed in simple jean shorts and a Detroit Tigers’ T-shirt. She put on Chuck Taylor shoes without socks – something I generally frown upon – but still managed to look cute.

      We were all ready and waiting for Brittany – who seemed to be in a blind panic.

      “I don’t know what to wear,” she admitted.

      We tried to tell her to wear anything she was comfortable in. When she came out in dress pants and a blazer, Paris disgustedly followed her back into the bedroom.

      “Haven’t you ever been to a party?”

      Fifteen minutes later, they came back out into the common room. Paris had forced Brittany into a pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt – and Brittany was complaining bitterly.

      “I don’t feel comfortable in this,” she argued.

      “Well, if you wear the other outfit, people are going to think you’re a narc,” I offered.

      “What do you mean a narc?”

      “Like you’re there to dime them out to the cops because they’re smoking pot,” I explained.

      “Is there going to be pot there?” Brittany looked panicked again.

      Paris was just annoyed at this point.

      “Yes, there’s going to be pot there and you’re going to be fine. Other people smoking pot isn’t going to kill you.”

      “I know that,” Brittany scoffed. “It’s a gateway drug, though, and if I get a contact high, I could be date raped.”

      “We won’t let you be date raped,” Tara soothed, looking to me for backup. I didn’t want her to get raped, but I thought a little sex might dislodge that big old stick …. Tara kicked me pointedly.

      “We won’t let you get date raped,” I reluctantly agreed.

      The walk to Paris’ boyfriend’s apartment – which was several blocks off campus – seemed a lot longer than it should have. Brittany was getting more and more amped up as we made the trek.

      “Do you think there will be guys there?”

      “It’s being thrown by my boyfriend and his roommates – so yes, there will be guys there.”

      “Are they hot?”

      “I’ve never met them,” Paris admitted.

      “What if they’re not hot?”

      “Then definitely don’t sleep with them,” I suggested.

      “You’re not helping,” Paris growled.

      I didn’t tell her that I wasn’t trying to help.

      When we got to the apartment complex, I followed Paris up the stairs. She didn’t bother knocking, pushing open the door and frowning slightly as she heard what music was playing. “I hate Nickelback,” she grumbled.

      “Who doesn’t?”

      Paris made her way across the crowded apartment to greet a blonde guy who was holding court around the keg. He wasn’t quite what I was expecting. Where Paris was exotic looking and beautiful, this guy – I think she said his name was Mike – was an example of all things ordinary. He had curly blonde hair, big glasses and was about twenty pounds overweight.

      “He must be good in bed,” I said to Tara.

      Tara smiled at me. “You’re awful judgmental.”

      “I’m shallow,” I corrected her. “Paris is too pretty for him. It won’t last.”

      Tara stifled a giggle. “You have no filter.”

      “Nope.”

      “I kind of find it refreshing,” she said.

      “It will get old pretty quick,” I admitted.

      “Probably.”

      After being introduced to Mike and his roommates – all who looked like they were in their mid-20s and tried get a sneak peek down my V-neck – I pumped a glass of beer and wandered out onto the balcony to get away from the cloud of pot smoke that was making it hard to breathe in the other room.

      I’m not a pot hater – in fact I like to partake a little too often, if I’m being honest – but I never smoke with people I don’t know. I’m nothing if not safety oriented.

      There was only one other person out on the balcony – and he was dressed all in black.

      I sat down in one of the plastic chairs that was positioned slightly behind him and eyed him carefully. I’m not a big fan of the Goth scene – and this guy screamed Goth. He was wearing black cargo pants, a black T-shirt and black Doc Marten boots. Luckily, it didn’t look like he was wearing makeup.

      Most Goth fans weren’t as ripped as him, though, or as tan. I couldn’t help but notice his darker coloring. The tan looked nice with his tropically blessed skin.

      He must have felt me looking at him because he slowly turned to face me. It was then that I noticed that his face was as good as his body. High cheek bones, dark brown eyes, and a hint of a crease in his cheeks that I was almost positive housed dimples. All this was framed with shoulder length black hair that screamed “cool” instead of “1980s reject.”

      He was hot.

      Still, I’d seen hot guys before. I wasn’t going to fall over myself for some guy on a balcony. I mean, I was in a committed relationship with … Christ, what was that guy’s name again?

      Mr. Sexy in the corner offered me a warm smile – yep, I was right, he had dimples -- as he looked me up and down. I tried to act cool. He may be hot, but I definitely wasn’t interested. Since that usually backfires on me, this time was no different, and instead of nonchalantly sipping on my beer I coughed as it went down the wrong hole.

      Mr. Sexy smiled as he saw me sputter.

      “Are you alright?”

      Okay, like any other self-respecting woman, I’m turned on by a nice accent. South African accents are the best, but this guy’s Latin accent was a nice second.

      “I’m fine,” I said once I regained my bearings. I was mortally embarrassed, but I was fine.

      “I’m Rafael,” he held his hand out in greeting.

      I’m not someone who usually shakes people’s hands, but something compelled me to this time. I think it was the small voice in my mind that was wondering what he would look like naked. The minute I touched his hand it was like nothing in the world existed besides him.

      He stepped in even closer – invading my personal space.

      Okay, it wasn’t so cute anymore.

      He peered deep into my eyes, clasping my hand with both of his and stared hard into my face.

      “And you are?”

      “Oh,” my cheeks burned red in embarrassment. Thank God it was nighttime. I was flustered, but I hadn’t lost sense of myself. “Zoe.”

      “Zoe what?”

      “Zoe Lake.”

      Rafael seemed to take the information in, but he didn’t respond. I was slowly starting to regain my wits, though. I pulled my hand out of his and took a step back, narrowing my eyes dangerously at him.

      “What’s your deal?”

      “What?” Rafael looked surprised.

      “What’s your deal?” I repeated.

      “I don’t know what you mean?” Rafael unleashed the dimples again.

      Finally, I got it. It was like my mind was climbing out of a hole. “You’re used to women swooning, I get that, but it’s not okay to invade my personal space like that.”

      Rafael looked momentarily flummoxed. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like Dirty Dancing,” I gestured. “This is my dance space. That is your dance space.”

      Rafael openly frowned now.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Listen, you’re cute, I’ll give you that,” I acknowledged. “You’re no Chris Hemsworth, though, so you might not want to crowd people.”

      “Who is Chris Hemsworth?” The accent was still intoxicating.

      Playing dumb, however, wasn’t. “You know, Thor?”

      “The Norse god?”

      “No, the actor who played the Norse god?” Maybe he wasn’t playing dumb.

      Rafael still looked confused.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “I was just trying to explain to you that I’m not impressed by your dimples.”

      Rafael didn’t seem convinced.

      I stood my ground, not returning his smile.

      Rafael started to move closer. “I think you just need to relax.”

      I took a step back. “Thanks, I’m good.”

      Rafael furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. I started to wonder if maybe there was a language barrier or something.

      “No interested … comprende?”

      Now Rafael looked irritated. “I’m not stupid.”

      “Then stop acting like it,” I snapped.

      Rafael pulled away in obvious irritation this time. He started to move back toward the apartment before stopping abruptly and turning back to me.

      “Be careful going home.”

      I thought that was a weird thing to say to someone you’d just met. “Is that a threat?” This guy was unbelievable.

      “No.”

      Rafael slid back into the apartment, shutting the door behind him as he went.

      It took me a full thirty seconds to recover and follow him inside. I wasn’t sure what his deal was, but I wanted to just forget about it and have some fun. That was what we had come here for, after all.

      I rejoined Paris by the keg, but kept a keen eye out for Rafael. To my relief, it appeared he had left. Okay, maybe I was a little disappointed, too.

      I silently admonished myself for even thinking about him. After all, Will and I were finally on the same page – and in the same place – I wasn’t going to throw that away for some random guy. No matter how hot he was. Or how sexy that accent was. Or how great he looked in that T-shirt. I reminded myself he was creepy, too, because he was definitely creepy.

      “Did you even hear me?”

      “What?” I turned to Paris confused.

      “I said that Brittany seems to have gotten over her panic about meeting guys.”

      I turned my attention in the direction Paris was looking only to find Brittany drinking from a red plastic cup and hanging on every word as one of Mike’s roommates talked to her. She looked tipsy – and easy. I hoped that wasn’t her way of flirting. Paris and I were going to have to give her lessons.

      “We’re going to have to watch her,” I said.

      Paris agreed, nodding silently, and slipping a lock of her long brown hair behind her ear.

      “She’s one of those girls who’s going to lose her virginity finally and go nuts and sleep with everyone to make up for what she’s been missing.”

      Paris nodded again.

      “Who is that guy?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “He looks like Pee Wee Herman.”

      “Just be glad we’re not in an adult movie theater.” Paris was still eyeing Brittany and her new friend warily.

      I nodded my silent assent as I took another drink of beer. The one good thing about Brittany’s antics? I’d forgotten all about Rafael.

      What? I totally had.
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      Hangovers are a funny thing. When you wake up with them in high school, you try to hide them. When you wake up with them in college, though, there’s no need.

      Luckily for me, I hadn’t over imbibed the night before. From the groans I could hear from Brittany’s bed the next morning, though, it didn’t sound like she was so lucky.

      While still lying in my bunk and contemplating how badly I wanted to get something to drink to ease my cotton mouth, I heard Brittany vault out of her bunk and rush out of the room. Two seconds later you could hear the door to the bathroom slam shut.

      I could hear – and feel – Paris start laughing in the bunk below me.

      “We should have kept a better eye on her,” I finally said to no one in particular.

      “She learned a valuable lesson,” I heard Tara say sagely from her bunk – which was the first inclination I had that she was awake, too.

      Paris stirred and climbed out of her bed. When she stood up and met my eyes I could see she had a fantastic case of bedhead. I smiled to myself – but Paris caught me trying to hide it.

      “Your hair doesn’t look any better,” she said.

      I could believe that.

      Tara, Paris, and I struggled out to the living area where we met Brittany as she stumbled out of the bathroom. “I hate you people,” she mumbled.

      “You’ll feel better after breakfast,” I informed her.

      Brittany was looking a little green again.

      “Yeah. Eggs and sausage, tons of grease, hangover food extraordinaire.” I couldn’t decide if Paris was trying to help or hurt the situation. Sausage did sound good, though.

      An hour later, we’d all showered and changed. We went down for breakfast – well, brunch actually – and discussed the evening before. For my part, I decided not to mention Rafael – at least not to everyone. I didn’t know what I’d say anyway. He hadn’t actually done anything.

      “Anyone up for going and getting our books now?”

      Paris looked at me in surprise. “I thought you wanted to put it off like I did?”

      “I do, but I figure we’re not going to do anything else for the next couple of hours anyways, so we might as well get it out of the way,” I sipped my pop and looked at Brittany contemplatively for a second. “Plus, Brittany looks like she’s been reincarnated as a dirty sponge so she’s probably not going to be up for doing anything tonight and will enjoy the company of her textbooks.”

      Everyone agreed and we decided to make the walk to the University Center, or UC, to get our shopping done. We’d all returned to the room long enough to get our class lists. We compared them as we walked.

      “Ooh, we have astronomy together,” Paris actually seemed excited.

      I didn’t know how excited I was. I just wanted something that wasn’t too gross to complete my science requirement. I had a feeling that’s why Paris signed up, too. She was an art major. Cutting open a frog didn’t seem like something that was going to be in her wheelhouse.

      When we got to the UC, we were happy to discover that the bookstore wasn’t too crowded. The good news is that three of my five textbooks were available for my ereader so that meant less heavy lifting. Unfortunately, I had to buy textbooks for my math and astronomy classes. Still, it was better than it could have been.

      Paris only had to buy the astronomy class book. Brittany, however, bought textbooks for all her classes. When we saw her carrying two large bags full of books over to us, Paris and I exchanged a curious glance.

      “They’re not available digitally?” I asked.

      “I don’t like digital books.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? I like a real textbook where I can underline stuff.”

      “You can underline stuff with an ereader, too.”

      “Not with a colored highlighter.”

      Well, you can’t argue with that logic. Brittany found herself distracted by the sweatshirts. For my part, I decided I needed a Coke to drive away the remnants of my hangover.

      I made my way over to the refrigerated section and found what I was looking for. I slid the door shut after I made my selection and turned around only to find myself running into a wall that was apparently some guy’s chest. I actually wasn’t sure at first. It was far too big to belong to a normal guy.

      “Sorry,” I sputtered trying to take a step back and banging my head against the refrigerator.

      The chest belonged to an extremely tall man – like six-foot three-inches tall – who took a step back to give me a chance to recover myself. As I regained my senses I realized – even though he’d moved back slightly – he was still a little too close for my comfort.

      “Are you alright?” The voice that came from the behemoth couldn’t possibly be human – or normal. It sounded like it belonged to a giant or something – like Fezzik in The Princess Bride without that weird lisp thing he had.

      “I’m fine,” I grumbled. I didn’t like feeling penned in.

      “Here, let me see,” the guy reached his extremely large hands toward my head.

      Without thinking, I slapped them away. “I said I was fine.”

      I finally got a glimpse at the head attached to the wall of chest and sucked in a quick breath. It was pretty impressive – well, as far as heads go. No dimples and dark skin, but a full head of wavy black hair and some really intense brown eyes.

      Did Covenant grow these guys on trees or something? This is just ridiculous.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” the guy rumbled.

      I felt a little ridiculous for overreacting – especially since I realized he was hot – so I tried to offer him a friendly smile as an apology.

      “No, you just took me by surprise,” I said quietly. Internally, I was adding that he also almost knocked me senseless – but I doubted that would be a good topic of conversation to open with.

      The wall of muscles with the great hair smiled down at me. I couldn’t help but notice that, even though he didn’t have dimples, his eyes crinkled at the corner when he smiled and it made him all the more appealing. Cripes, I must be in heat or something.

      “I’m Aric, with an A,” he said, pushing his hand out to me in greeting.

      What is it with people shaking hands? That whole process annoyed me. Still, I didn’t want to offend him. I placed my hand – which seemed dainty – into it and couldn’t help but smile back. I felt a little goofy for some reason.

      “I’m Zoe.”

      “Nice to meet you, Zoe. Where are you from?”

      Now, here’s the thing, I’m not a shut-in or anything. I don’t go around volunteering personal information about myself either, though.

      “Oh, a small town up north. About an hour from Traverse City.” I was purposely vague.

      Aric narrowed his eyes. I sensed he wanted to ask more but wisely took a step back.

      “I’m from Alpena.”

      I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t unleash the sentence that had come to mind when he mentioned Alpena. “That’s nice.” What I really wanted to say amounted to ‘who cares,’ but I fought the urge to be mean. It was a hard battle.

      “Are you a freshman?”

      “Umm, yeah.”

      “I’m a sophomore.”

      “Really? You look older.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      I shrugged. It was really just a statement.

      “I’m twenty-two. I took some time off before coming to school,” he explained. This guy was a major over-sharer. For all he knew, I could be some crazy stalker – yet here he was telling me his life story.

      “Good for you.” Really, what else do you say to that?

      “Are you here alone?” I noticed his dark eyes dart around the store. I could tell he was trying to get a look at what kind of people I hung out with. It made me sort of nervous.

      “I’m here with my roommates.”

      “Oh, have you known them a long time?”

      Now why did that matter? Luckily I was saved from answering. Paris had picked that moment to come up and join us.

      “Brittany is buying out the school spirit supplies.” She didn’t sound happy.

      “She’s not decorating with that stuff,” I warned. Covenant’s colors were red and gold. I hated both colors.

      “You tell her that.”

      Paris finally noticed I wasn’t alone. She wasn’t very observant. She smiled at Aric, though. It was hard not to.

      “I’m Paris.”

      Aric introduced himself, greeting Paris warmly. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was a little disappointed we’d been interrupted. Or maybe that was wishful thinking on my part.

      “So, did you guys go to high school together?” More questions. I tried to give Paris a silent signal not to answer him, but she was oblivious.

      “No, we just met two days ago,” she answered.

      “It’s good that you like each other.”

      “Yeah, it would suck if I was stuck in a room with three Brittanys.”

      Well, that mental image was going to give me nightmares. I shuddered as I shook it off.

      “So, what dorm do you live in?”

      I mentally sent Paris the universal “don’t answer that” vibe. She didn’t get it. She happily told Aric where we lived. I wanted to strangle her.

      “Good to know,” Aric smiled. The smile wasn’t directed at Paris, though. It was directed at me. Great. How was I going to explain to Will about the new guy following me everywhere?

      “Is it just the two of you?” Aric asked. He really had no end to his questions.

      “No, our other two roommates are here, too,” Paris said. She pointed silently to Brittany. Aric followed her finger and I could tell he was fighting the urge to laugh out loud at the pile of sweatshirts in front of her.

      “Who else?”

      Paris looked around quizzically. “I don’t know where Tara went.”

      I found myself looking around for Tara, too. It was like she had just disappeared. “She wouldn’t have left without us … .” Actually, I had no idea what Tara would do. I didn’t really know her at all.

      Paris looked doubtful. “No, she would have at least said something.”

      Aric regarded us sternly. “Bonded a lot have you?”

      “Just with each other,” Paris admitted.

      I tried to peer around Aric. It was a monumental task, though. He was big. For a second I couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like without his sweatshirt on. I’d run into him so I knew that wasn’t flab under there. He was hard as a rock – and built like a truck, I was almost certain.

      “There she is,” I finally caught sight of her red hair.

      Tara was outside. I could just get a glimpse of her through the window. She was gesturing wildly – and she didn’t look happy. I couldn’t see whom she was talking to. She stopped long enough to point – and her finger was aimed directly at me. She seemed to notice that we were all looking at her because she quickly tried to disguise her motions.

      Whoever she was talking with walked away from her quickly. All I could make out is that it was a boy and he had close-cut blonde hair. He was gone too quickly to see anything else.

      Tara made her way back into the store and smiled brightly at us. I couldn’t help but think it was a little fake. She walked over to us laughing. “I went to high school with him,” she explained.

      “Really? You should have come in and introduced him to us,” Paris seemed genuinely interested.

      “Oh, I went to high school with him, but I didn’t like him,” she explained. “He wanted to invite us to a party.”

      “I don’t think Brittany is up for another party,” I answered. Paris nodded her silent assent. For his part, Aric didn’t seem to be listening. He was still watching the spot where Tara had been arguing with her high school classmate. He looked thoughtful.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what I’m up for tonight either,” Tara said with a laugh.

      Paris had obviously dismissed the argument. I was suspicious by nature, but even I didn’t blame her for wanting to get away from high school ‘friends.’ That was why I had come here in the first place.

      Aric finally seemed to snap to attention. He smiled down at all of us – letting his eyes linger on me a little longer than everyone else. “It was nice meeting you all.”

      “You, too,” Paris and Tara said. They both looked a little dreamy.

      Aric turned to me expectantly. “Bye,” I said with false bravado.

      Aric smiled a small half smile to himself as he regarded me. I could tell he wanted to call me on my attitude, but he wisely refrained from any such action.

      “I’ll see you around.”

      “Doubtful.”

      I thought I’d said it under my breath, but apparently he’d heard me. He turned around briefly before exiting. “You can count on it.”

      Despite myself, I felt a little thrill of anticipation. Seriously, what is wrong with me?
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      Sunday morning I woke up with a mixed sense of dread and excitement.

      This was the last day off before classes started. While I was excited to be in college – academia had never really been my thing. Still, I only had five classes – and none of them were gym -- so I was already better off than high school.

      As a group, we’d all decided to stay in and just play cards and gab the night before. Brittany was still recovering. I could only hope she’d work up a tolerance. I didn’t want to think of her being such a lightweight the entire year. That was going to make babysitting her a real task.

      We all went down to breakfast together as a group – where Brittany proceeded to explain to all of us the benefits of a gluten-free diet. I was only half listening – but I realized quickly that was going to eliminate every cereal I liked – so that obviously wasn’t going to happen.

      After breakfast, we returned to our room but left the door open. I figured it was time to get to know some of our floor mates better.

      The guys across the hall came to introduce themselves pretty quickly. There were two Ricks, a Greg and a Milton. Yeah, his parents obviously sucked.

      They seemed like nice guys – but none of them exactly screamed ‘brainiac’ to me. I think they were mostly here for the parties and women – which was fine with me.

      Rick No. 1 sat down next to me and tried to engage me in a conversation. Of the two Ricks, he was clearly the more intelligent of the two, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t saying much. I answered most of his questions in a non-committal way. I was friendly, not gregarious.

      For their part, Brittany and Milton seemed to be enjoying a friendly chat. It didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

      Before I knew it, though, it was lunchtime and we all decided to go down to the cafeteria together. I figured that expanding our group could only benefit me – mostly because Brittany was going to be so high maintenance.

      As we traversed the cafeteria with our trays, I realized that Tara had been largely quiet today. She’d been friendly and nice to the guys, but when she thought no one was looking, she was lost in contemplation. I couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the guy we had seen her with at the UC the day before. I didn’t ask, though. It was none of my business.

      Toward the tail end of lunch, a tall boy with long hair made his way over to the table. His hair was blonde – so blonde it almost looked like an ashy gray. He had warm brown eyes and he carried a skateboard. I smiled in spite of myself. A hipster carrying a skateboard indoors could only mean one thing: pothead.

      Brittany smiled when she saw the boy approach our table. It was a watery smile, though, and I could tell she was concerned about seeing him.

      “Mark,” she squealed, yes squealed, and threw her arms around him. It seemed like an extreme reaction for someone who looked surprised to see him a few minutes before and embarrassed to see him a minute after that.

      For his part, Mark seemed surprised by the greeting as well. Still, he hugged her back before returning his gaze to everyone at the table.

      Brittany was bubbly as she introduced Mark. “We went to high school together … although we didn’t really hang around in the same circles.”

      I smiled to myself. I could bet what circles Brittany ran around with – were the same circles I secretly dreamed of starting on fire when I was bored in detention. Mark, though, I bet he ran around in similar circles to me – and I bet those circles were often drowned in a haze of hemp.

      Mark must have sensed a kinship with me, too, because when Brittany asked him if he wanted to join us he immediately moved to the side of the table Paris and I were sitting on and wedged himself between us. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      Paris, Mark, and I enjoyed some idle chatter for a while. Paris asked him about his skateboard – even being so bold as to question him about whether or not she could ride it.

      I thought that was pretty brave. Most skateboard aficionados don’t let anyone touch their ride.

      Mark was either baked or laid back, as he acquiesced almost immediately.

      “You want to come try, too?” He seemed eager for me to agree.

      Interestingly enough, I did. I have negative balance on roller blades, but maybe a skateboard would be different. I could ski, after all. Of course, when you fall while skiing it’s usually in a big soft drift of snow. Pavement is a different thing.

      Paris, Mark, and I said goodbye to everyone at the table. I couldn’t help but notice a dark look emanating from Brittany as she watched us go. For a minute I wondered if she had a crush on Mark. I realized pretty quickly that probably wasn’t it. Still, I couldn’t figure out why she was suddenly so hostile.

      Pushing the thoughts out of my mind, Paris, Mark, and I went to the sidewalk area behind the dorm. There were a couple of blankets spread out in the grassy knoll being occupied by a few couples – but for the most part the area was empty.

      Mark gave us a quick tutorial on how to balance ourselves on the board before he nervously handed his pride and joy – which I noticed had Smurf decals on the undercarriage – over to Paris.

      I was surprised. Paris didn’t seem like the athletic type to me. She quickly caught on to the skateboard, though I had a sneaking suspicion this wasn’t her first time. I wondered – just for a second – if perhaps Paris was attracted to Mark’s folksy and laid back attitude. If she was, I couldn’t blame her. Her boyfriend was ugly. What? I said I was shallow.

      Still, Paris didn’t overtly flirt with Mark. For his part, Mark split his time between watching Paris navigate the treacherous sidewalk and trying to engage me in conversation. Luckily for me, the conversation was of the mundane variety.

      Which bands did I like? Band of Horses ruled.

      What was my favorite movie? The Goonies still stands up today.

      What was my favorite book? Lord of the Rings was cool before the movies. It’s still cool after.

      Did I like comic books? No, but I did like super hero movies.

      We had a lot in common. I couldn’t help but smile at him. He was a nice guy. And, after my run-ins with Aric and Rafael over the past two days, it was nice to find a guy I just wanted to hang out with and not picture naked.

      Whew, I wasn’t in heat after all.

      After Paris had monopolized the skateboard for a full hour, she brought it over to me. I looked at it dubiously. It had seemed like a good idea in the cafeteria. That really wasn’t the case anymore. Still, I didn’t want to look like a wimp.

      Here’s the thing, skateboards and in-line skates clearly aren’t my thing. I have no sense of balance. I wasn’t on the skateboard five seconds before I crashed to the ground and skinned my elbow.

      Both Mark and Paris tried to cajole me back onto the death contraption, but I declined – with profanity. After ten minutes, they both gave up and we agreed to walk over to the 7-Eleven for a Slurpee before returning to the dorms.

      While we were sitting at a picnic table outside the convenience store drinking our Slurpees and enjoying the nice weather – and the beginnings of what looked like a terrific sunset – my cellphone vibrated in my pocket.

      I reached for it and saw that it was Will calling. We’d both agreed to wait until Monday to talk. I guess he missed me. I smiled a little bit at the thought. This was going to work out great.

      “Hey,” I greeted him.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” Will was kind of a slacker at first glance. That was only the surface, though. He worked to put himself through school. His parents were moronic hippies who spent more time at Renaissance fairs than raising him and his brother. They even built a teepee in their backyard to live in during the summer. I’m not joking. It was baffling. I think they just did it so they could smoke their peace pipe near nature and not share it with their kids, although I had no proof of that.

      “It’s going good.”

      “You get your books?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You get all your stuff unpacked?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know where all the buildings you have to go to tomorrow are?”

      “Yes, Dad,” I sighed in irritation. I could tell Will was smiling on the other side of the phone.

      “You’re all set then, right? You’ve done everything you have to do?”

      “I said yes.”

      “Good, you want to come over and do me?”

      Wow, I stepped right into that one. “Do I want to come over and do you?”

      “He’s a smooth talker,” Paris giggled.

      I noticed Mark’s eyes had darkened slightly. He was clearly listening to the conversation – even though he was pretending not to.

      “Why don’t you come over here?”

      Will snorted.

      “What was that noise?”

      “I’m not coming to the dorms.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m a junior.”

      “So?”

      “So, juniors aren’t seen at the freshman dorms. People will talk.”

      “People will talk about what?”

      “They’ll say I’m trying to pick up a freshman or something.”

      “You are trying to pick up a freshman.”

      “No, I’ve already picked up a freshman – a hot freshman.” Well, that placated me a little bit. “A hot freshman who I’ve known for years and been having sex with for a respectable amount of time.”

      I was getting annoyed again. “What’s your point?”

      “I’m not coming to the dorms.”

      “Well, I’m not walking to your frat house.”

      “I’ll come pick you up.”

      “So you’ll come pick me up at the dorms, but you won’t come into the dorms?”

      “Right.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “I guess you’re sleeping alone tonight then, Mr. Junior.”

      Will paused on the other end of the phone. I could tell he was mulling things over. This hadn’t worked how he thought it would. He decided to try a different tact.

      “I wanted you to meet my frat brothers.”

      “I met them when you moved in two weeks ago.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “I met enough of them. You haven’t met my roommates.”

      “I’ll do that later.”

      “When?”

      “Later.”

      Now I was really getting irritated. “Just come over here.”

      Will decided to dig his heels in. “I don’t want to go over there.”

      “Well, I’m staying here tonight.” I realized we’d both started yelling at one another somewhere in the last few minutes. I struggled to bring my tone down. People were starting to stare.

      “Fine,” Will was clearly as aggravated as I felt.

      “Fine,” I agreed.

      There was an uncomfortable silence. Will finally broke it. “I’ll come over and meet your roommates tomorrow.”

      “Thank you.”

      After disconnecting, I couldn’t help but wonder if this wasn’t going to be as great of an arrangement as I had originally thought.
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      The first day of classes came quick – seemingly too quick, for a slacker like me, anyway.

      Technically, I’m not a slacker. I am academically lazy, though. Things have just always come easy for me when it comes to school (math notwithstanding). I have a borderline photographic memory – which has been a godsend when it comes to schoolwork. Also, I can write faster than most people can read – so that’s also been a benefit. The problem is, the ease in which I’ve approached school has made me indifferent when it comes to pursuing higher education.

      College was going to be different, I promised myself. I was not only going to embrace an academic environment, I was going to pursue it.

      I’m not sure I totally believe it either – but it is a righteous goal.

      My first class didn’t start until 10 a.m., so Paris and I both got up early and got ready. Brittany’s first class had been at 8 a.m. She’d actually been excited about it. I thought that all classes should have been offered after noon. I didn’t get to decide these things, though.

      I wasn’t sure what time Tara’s first class was, but she was gone before Paris and I even got out of bed. Since we still had half an hour before we had to leave, we decided to stuff ourselves with a quick breakfast. I doubted that would be a normal thing – but I figured we might as well take advantage of being up while we could.

      After eating some eggs and hash-browns – I noted with disgust that Paris drowned her breakfast in ketchup – we headed off for our first day of academic success.

      “Are you nervous?”

      Paris and I were going to the same building – even if we didn’t have a class together until later in the afternoon. She was starting off her day with English 101 just like I was – she just had a different professor. After that we had astronomy together and then I finished the day with Journalism 101.

      “No, are you nervous?” I actually wasn’t nervous. I think it was fair to say I was cautiously optimistic.

      “Not really. I just don’t know what to expect.”

      “Me either,” I admitted. “In high school it was easy. I don’t think this is going to be as easy.”

      “I don’t think you’ll have too much trouble,” she said.

      “I hope not.”

      We walked in companionable silence for a few minutes. I could tell something was on her mind. “How’s Mike?”

      “He’s fine.”

      “How’s Will?”

      He’s an asshole. “He’s fine.”

      We lapsed into silence again.

      “Aren’t you glad we both have boyfriends so we don’t have to go through this whole mating ritual of looking for someone, like Brittany?”

      “Totally.”

      “Totally,” Paris echoed.

      I wondered if my reply sounded as hollow as hers did.

      “Aric seemed nice.” I thought that was a little pointed.

      “I don’t know about nice.”

      “He seemed hot.”

      “He’s definitely hot.”

      Paris giggled and I couldn’t help but join in. “I just don’t think he’s nice.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “No,” I conceded.

      “Do you want to know him?”

      “No!” I felt like I’d answered that a little too quickly. Maybe she hadn’t noticed.

      “I’d want to know him.”

      “You seem like you want to know Mark.” There it was. I’d said it out loud.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you seem interested in Mark.”

      “He’s nice. He’s just fun to hang out with.” Paris was getting defensive.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “He’s cute, though.”

      “He’s totally cute,” she agreed.

      The Covenant College campus isn’t big – which is a plus. It’s not tiny like a community college or anything, but it’s not so big that you can’t walk to class either.

      The building Paris and I were going to was located close to our dorm and nearly adjacent to the UC. Luckily for me, the bulk of my classes were located in this building. Since I was a journalism major – or at least thought I would stay one – most of my classes would remain in this building. Once Paris started getting into the core of her curriculum, though, she would have to walk to a building on the far edge of campus.

      Once we got into Leeland Hall, we both found ourselves checking our class schedules. My class was on the second floor and hers was on the first. We said our goodbyes at the stairwell.

      “See you in an hour for astronomy,” she said brightly.

      I smiled and waved to her as I climbed up the flight of stairs.

      When I got to class, I was surprised it was so small. It was certainly bigger than my high school classes had been – but it was also small enough to be considered cozy.

      The rest of the class filed in before the professor – a dazed looking woman who declared all modern literature dead – made her first appearance. Even though I found the teacher scattered, the class looked easy. I only had to read five books for the semester and write five papers. That wouldn’t be hard at all.

      After class, I traipsed back down to a lecture hall for my astronomy class. Paris had gotten there first and saved me a seat. This was what I always pictured college to be like -- a big auditorium with hundreds of kids milling about and forming cliques. I was actually surprised that so many kids wanted to take astronomy – but then again they were probably like Paris and me. They just didn’t want to dissect anything.

      The class went by pretty quickly. The actual lecture didn’t seem like it was going to be hard. The lab portion, though, was probably going to be a pain. We were going to have to go up on top of the science building – no matter how cold it was – to draw star maps. Paris didn’t seem deterred – but she was an art major. That didn’t sound fun to me at all.

      After class, I bid Paris goodbye and walked to the far end of the building where my Journalism 101 class was going to be held.

      When I entered I was relieved to find myself in another small class environment.

      The class was pretty full, but I slid into a desk next to a pretty girl who looked like she had some Italian heritage to go along with her darker skin and full mane of wavy brown hair. I smiled at her as I sat.

      “I’m Matilda,” she said immediately. I was glad to see that she didn’t try to shake my hand.

      “Zoe,” I replied.

      “Is journalism your major?”

      I considered her question seriously. “It is right now.”

      “Yeah, I’m not all that sure either,” she said.

      Matilda and I exchanged mindless chatter for a few minutes. I found out she lived one floor above me in the dorms – oh, and she was obsessed with one of the Ricks. I wasn’t sure which one, but if I had to guess I figured it was the hot one, aka Rick No. 1.

      “Do you know him?”

      “We’ve met.”

      “Do you like him?”

      “He seems fine. I haven’t had a chance to talk to him all that much.”

      “Well, now I have a reason to be down on your floor.”

      I must have looked confused.

      “We have class together. We can study together.”

      I’d always considered studying to be a solo endeavor, but I let it slide. I figured this was just some mindless infatuation that she’d get over – or maybe I just hoped.

      I noticed the class had gone silent and I turned my attention to the front of the room. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but this wasn’t it. The guy who had taken his place up at the podium looked young – not student young -- but like forty-young. Instead of a suit – like I’d seen other professors in the hallway clad in – he was wearing blue jeans and a rock T-shirt. Sure, it was a Strokes T-shirt, but he could have been wearing a Nickelback shirt or something and really thrown my day off.

      “I’m Sam Blake,” he introduced himself, flashing his bright blue eyes around the room. I couldn’t help but think he was awfully hot for a professor. “You can call me Sam or Mr. Blake. You can also call me professor, but I sometimes forget I’m a professor, so I might not answer you.”

      I heard a few giggles behind me and turned to see a group of four girls flashing him big smiles. What a bunch of whores. Whoa, where did that come from?

      Sam continued to prove that he wasn’t a normal teacher. Instead of pulling out a syllabus, he went around the room and had all of us stand up to introduce ourselves.

      When it got to be my turn, I was a little nervous but I didn’t see any harm in the endeavor. “I’m Zoe.”

      “What’s your last name Zoe?”

      “Lake.”

      “Where are you from Zoe?”

      “Uh, a small town about an hour away from Traverse City.”

      Sam Blake’s eyes narrowed slightly as he looked at me. “What town is that?”

      “Why does it matter?” I challenged. I don’t know why it was such a big deal, but I wasn’t keen on divulging my hometown.

      “I guess it doesn’t,” Sam said. “I was just curious why it was such a secret?”

      “I didn’t say it was a secret.”

      “So which town is it?”

      “Barker Creek.”

      Sam raised his eyebrows in surprise. “See, was that so hard?”

      I fought to hide my distaste from him.

      “That’s a pretty area.”

      That surprised me. Most people had never even heard of Barker Creek, let alone been there.

      “It’s okay.”

      “Good skiing.”

      Well, that made more sense. He had been to the nearby resort. “Yes.”

      “Do you ski?” Now I was on edge. He hadn’t asked anyone else this many questions.

      “Yes.”

      “You golf?”

      “No.” The resort was a golf course in the summer.

      “There’s a lot of legend that surrounds that area.”

      Now I was really confused. “What legend?”

      “Just legends.”

      “What legends? You mean the Dog Man?”

      Sam actually smiled to himself this time. “Yes, the Dog Man.”

      “What’s the Dog Man?” I wasn’t sure who asked the question, but it was someone sitting behind me.

      “It’s nothing,” I muttered.

      “No, Zoe, tell the class about the Dog Man. It might make a good lesson.”

      “The Dog Man is Bigfoot.” My answer was terse, so terse that Sam gave me a pointed frown.

      “Bigfoot? That’s ridiculous.” Another voice from the crowd.

      Sam was still giving me ‘the look.’ I sighed resignedly. “It’s not really Bigfoot. I mean it is, but it’s not. There are all these stories up there about seven-foot-tall-dog-men attacking people.”

      I turned and looked and saw that half the class was trying to hide their smirks and the other half seemed mesmerized.

      “Weren’t most of the attacks around the turn of the century?” Sam again.

      “Actually, the legend has it that there’s an attack every seven years.” I noticed that Sam seemed to nod ever-so-slightly when I gave my answer.

      I was starting to feel uncomfortable. “It’s just a legend they tell to mess with tourists. They even have a song up there that they play called The Legend that’s about the Dog Man. I have it on my iPod,” I offered lamely.

      I could hear a few snickers now.

      “Have you ever seen a Dog Man?” Matilda had been one of the students enthralled with the conversation. She had asked the question with absolutely no guile.

      “No.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      Sam was looking at me funny. It was almost like he was going to challenge me. He must have decided better.

      “So, class, how does this tie into journalism?”

      I was relieved to be able to take my seat and listen to the class expound on the virtues of oral legend vs. gossip -- but something about Sam Blake wasn’t sitting right with me.

      “This whole place is weird,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What did you say?” Matilda was looking at me quizzically.

      “Nothing.”

      As I met Sam Blake’s cool blue gaze again, I had a weird feeling that nothing was going to turn into something – and soon.
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      I wanted to leave class quickly – mostly because Sam Blake’s insistent questioning unnerved me. Matilda wasn’t about to let that happen, though. She wouldn’t stop her inane chatter and the next thing I knew we were walking out of the class together. At least Sam hadn’t tried to talk to me again, although I did notice him watching me leave.

      Matilda not only walked all the way back to the dorms with me, but she walked all the way to my room with me. I think she was hoping for a glimpse of Rick No. 1. Luckily, his dorm room was closed.

      It took me about fifteen minutes to get her to leave – even though I was dropping anvils about being tired. When she finally did, I was relieved.

      Paris walked in about five minutes after she left. “How was your journalism class?”

      Weird. “Fine.”

      “You want dinner?”

      “Yeah,” I hastily looked down at my Fossil watch. “Will is going to be here in two hours, so let’s go get dinner now.”

      Paris and I made our way to the cafeteria – where we both noticed that Tara and Brittany were already seated with some other people from our floor. I noticed both Ricks were there and smiled to myself. I had told Paris about Matilda’s Rick fascination and she laughed when she saw him, too.

      “How much you want to bet she starts eating with us?”

      I looked around the cafeteria stealthily. I didn’t see her. For now we were safe.

      Dinner that night included chicken and a baked potato bar. When we joined the others, Brittany was in the middle of recounting her day.

      “I had four classes and I think I’m going to learn a lot from all of them.”

      Paris and I exchanged small smiles.

      Brittany turned to us. “How were your classes?”

      “Fine.”

      Brittany pursed her lips.

      “I think we’re going to learn a lot, too,” I said in a superficially high voice. Sarcasm was apparently lost on her.

      “Good. I think you’ll do better with some structure.”

      Where had that come from?

      Rick No. 1, the hot one, turned to me. “Are you basking in the knowledge?”

      I snorted. “Oh, yeah, I’m just soaking it all in.”

      Everyone chatted easily for the next hour before we all returned to our rooms. I watched Brittany immediately go to her desk in the bedroom, pull out her textbooks and a pink highlighter, and diligently start reading.

      I threw myself in the wicker chair and turned on the television. Will would be here relatively soon.

      Paris sat down on the futon couch and watched television with me. We settled on an episode of Hoarders.

      “I love this show,” she said.

      “Me, too. These people are such freaks.”

      “I feel sorry for them,” Tara chimed in, sitting on the couch next to Paris.

      I saw Brittany give us all dirty looks from the bedroom, but opted to ignore her. If we were being too loud there were study rooms at the end of the hall.

      About halfway through the episode, there was a knock at the door. We had left it open, but Will had stopped at the threshold and knocked out of respect. He was good that way.

      When I saw him, I realized I honestly had missed him. It had been almost five days since we’d seen each other. He was dressed in a simple pair of jeans and faded T-shirt, but his brown eyes were accented nicely by his summer tan.

      “Hey,” I got up and gave him a warm hug.

      Will had looked apprehensive at first. I think he was worried I was still going to be mad about yesterday.

      Paris gave him a welcoming smile as I disengaged myself and introduced him to everyone.

      I saw Brittany get up from the desk and come out to greet him. “You must be the famous Will.”

      Will slid me a sly look, pushing his dusky hair behind his ears. “I’m famous, huh?”

      “Only in your own mind,” I teased.

      Despite his reservations about coming to the dorms, Will sat down in the wicker chair and pulled me on his lap as he conversed with my roommates. I realized that he had missed me, too.

      After about a half an hour of conversation, I turned to him. “Now what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are we going back to your house?”

      He seemed surprised. “I didn’t think that was an option.”

      “Well, you’ve been a good boy, I guess you deserve a reward.”

      Will smirked. “You mean you got your way and now you’re willing to compromise.”

      “That’s an ugly thing to say.”

      “I’ve known you for four years. I know the way your mind works.”

      I smiled at him. The truth was, I had really missed him – and we couldn’t do the things I was thinking about in a dorm room which three other girls slept in.

      “Go pack an overnight bag,” he whispered, brushing his lips against my ear as he pushed me up.

      It only took me a few minutes to get my things together. When I walked back into the common room, Brittany was frowning.

      “What?” I was quickly losing my patience with her.

      “What about classes tomorrow?”

      “What about them?”

      “Aren’t you going to go?”

      “Yeah, I’ll just walk from Will’s house.”

      Brittany still looked unhappy.

      “What’s your deal?”

      I saw her cut Will a suspicious look and then grab my arm and drag me back into the bedroom. “Are you going to have sex with him?”

      Oh, this ought to be good. “Why do you ask that?”

      “You’re spending the night with him.”

      “So? It’s not the first time.”

      “Your parents let you have sex with him?”

      “They weren’t there, so I don’t think they knew about it.”

      “What if you get pregnant?”

      “That’s what birth control is for.”

      “You’re on birth control?” Brittany practically yelled the question. I saw Will smirk through the door and shake his head slightly.

      “Yeah, I’ve been on it for years.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to have a baby.”

      Brittany looked nonplussed.

      “Well, you better be careful,” she said finally.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Will and I left. I was proud of him. He waited until we got on the elevator before he dissolved into laughter. “She’s a trip.”

      “She’s a pain.”

      Will eyed me sagely. “You just aren’t used to living with other people. You’re an only child. You’re spoiled.”

      “I’m not spoiled.”

      “Please, you’re the most spoiled person I know and I’m partially to blame for it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Who is the one who compromised? That’s right, me. I always compromise and then you compromise. I have to compromise first, though.”

      “You shouldn’t think of it as compromising,” I said lightly. “You should think of it as doing the right thing.”

      “Because you’re always right?”

      “Not always.”

      “When aren’t you right?”

      “Remember when I told you that 98 Degrees were rock gods when I was fourteen?”

      Will smirked.

      “I couldn’t have been more wrong about that.”

      Will laced his fingers through mine as we left the building, pulling me close. I really had missed him.

      It took us about ten minutes to drive to the other side of campus and park at his dorm. He led me into the house and I was surprised to see a group of about twenty guys gathered in the living room watching a handful of frat brothers play Garage Band.

      “Working hard, I see.”

      “It’s the first day,” Will said. “Nothing happens on the first day.”

      “You didn’t want to play Garage Band?”

      Will smiled at me seductively. “I guess you could say I wanted to play with you more.”

      Yep, it was going to be a good night.

      “Do me a favor, though,” he seemed slightly nervous. “Go in there with me and be nice to them for five minutes before we go downstairs.”

      “Did you think I would be mean?”

      “Like I said, I know you. Please don’t be mean.”

      I let Will lead me into the living room. He introduced me to the guys – some of whom I’d already met – but none of them seemed overly excited to see me.

      I let my attention drift to the television screen and couldn’t help but laugh. They were horrible at this game. I didn’t say that out loud, though.

      Will was over talking to one of his brothers and I kind of pushed myself out of the way to wait. The room felt like one big burst of testosterone. I guess that’s what happens when you put a bunch of guys in a house together, give them beer and then let them play with phallic instruments.

      Despite the ease that the guys were expressing with each other I couldn’t help but feel that someone was watching me. I turned to look at Will, but he was still talking to his frat brother. I had that distinctive prick in the middle of my back, though, and I knew that meant that someone was watching me.

      I tried to discreetly scan the room. None of the guys focused on the game had even noticed me, though. I turned and focused on a figure standing in the corner – an extremely big figure – that was positioned behind everyone else. It was Aric – the behemoth from the UC. He was leaning against the wall with his broad arms crossed over his expansive chest. He was staring at me.

      For a second, it was like all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room and there weren’t twenty other guys standing there shouting at a video game. It was like the two of us were stuck in a vacuum.

      Then, just as suddenly as the feeling had washed over me, it was gone and I felt a presence slide in behind me. It was Will.

      “Ready to go downstairs?”

      I turned to him, plastering a smile on my face to hide my discomfort. “Absolutely. I’ve had my fill of Aerosmith.”

      “Hey, some of their earlier stuff was good.”

      I laughed hollowly, shooting a look back at Aric. He was still staring at me. I noticed Will look at Aric, too. He frowned when he saw him staring. I expected him to say something, even joke about his weird fraternity brother; instead he pretended he hadn’t noticed.

      I took Will’s hand and followed him toward the steps. I turned back briefly, but Aric was no longer leaning against the wall. I wasn’t sure where he went, but he’d definitely left me unnerved.
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      The next morning I woke up slightly disoriented – and tired. My sleep pattern the night before had been fitful, and I’d been plagued by bloody dreams – but for the life of me I couldn’t remember them. I could only remember a wall of red – and what distinctly sounded like howls of pain.

      I rolled over to find that Will was still asleep next to me. I marveled for a moment at how serene he looked in sleep before I climbed out of bed to get ready for class.

      Despite fraternity horror stories, Will had his own bathroom in the basement apartment so I left him to sleep while I showered. After braiding my hair to keep it out of my face for the day and getting dressed, I walked back out into Will’s bedroom.

      “Morning,” he murmured.

      “Morning.”

      “What time is your first class?”

      “Not until 11 a.m.”

      “You want breakfast?”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      “Nah. I don’t really want to hang out with your frat brothers,” I said it matter-of-factly, but I thought maybe I was a little too harsh when I saw the look on Will’s face. “I mean, you know how crabby I am in the morning.” It was a lame excuse, but it was all I had.

      Will didn’t respond, but I could tell he wasn’t happy with my declaration.

      “I’ll just grab something at the UC really quick.” God, I hope he’s not going to pout.

      “Do you want me to drive you to class?” I figured he couldn’t be that mad if he was offering to be helpful. I didn’t want to push him, though.

      “No, I’m fine. It’s only a fifteen-minute walk. I could use the exercise.”

      Will smiled for the first time that morning as he pulled me to his lap. “I thought you got plenty of exercise last night.”

      When Will tries to be sexy, sometimes it comes off as creepy. “Well, since I did all the work,” I teased. One look at Will’s face told me now was not the time to go there. I kissed the tip of his nose to placate him instead. “What’s your day like?”

      When in doubt, divert. That’s one of my golden rules.

      “Nothing really. I have one class and then a lab this afternoon. What about you?”

      “Just two classes.”

      “You want to come back over tonight?”

      “I should probably wait and see if I get any homework.” I didn’t mention that. I didn’t want to sleep in the dark basement room again. There was something about it that was giving me the creeps.

      “Since when do you do homework?”

      “Well, it hasn’t happened yet, but I’m trying to develop a new work ethic.”

      Will barked out a laugh, which he quickly bit back when I shot an angry look at him. “That’s a good idea.”

      “You’re a horrible liar.”

      Will watched me pack my book bag quietly for a few moments before speaking again. “Your roommates seem nice.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him questioningly.

      “Okay, Paris seems nice. I think you’ll get along fine with her. Brittany is a little weird.”

      “Brittany is wound a little tight.”

      “You need to loosen her up,” Will agreed.

      “I’m afraid if we do that then she’s going to go crazy.”

      “What do you mean?” Will climbed out of bed and slipped into a pair of boxer shorts. I admired his muscular rear end for a few minutes – wistfully wishing we had enough time for a quickie – before returning my attention to my book bag. I could tell by Will’s sly smirk he’d seen me checking him out.

      “I mean that she needs to get laid.”

      “That’s for sure. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing is wrong with it. She just has one of those personalities where when she finally does get laid she’s going to go crazy and sleep with everything that moves for six months – and that’s going to be a whole other set of problems.”

      Will quirked a suggestive smile in my direction. “Is that what happened to you?”

      Now it was my turn to let loose with a shrill laugh. “I was sixteen when I first had sex. Trust me, you were all I could handle. She’s treating her virginity like some prize, though. Nothing good ever happens when you make such a big deal about it.”

      Will was quiet for a second.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about how hard it must be to be a girl sometimes.” I couldn’t help but smile at how serious his dark eyes were.

      “Yeah, well, it’s easier than being a boy sometimes.”

      “How do you figure?”

      I figured that was a loaded question, so I decided to skirt it.

      “You want to walk me up?”

      “You’re not going to answer my question?”

      “I’ll be late.”

      I could tell Will was debating pushing me on the issue. Instead he merely shrugged and pulled himself up from the bed.

      We climbed the stairs to the main floor quietly. I wasn’t sure how many of his frat brothers would be up – but I most certainly didn’t want to see Aric. Something was weird about that whole situation.

      When we made it up to the main floor I took a look around the living room. It was littered with empty beer bottles and pizza boxes.

      “Well, for one thing, girls are cleaner than boys.”

      “Huh?”

      “Why it’s harder to be a boy. You have to live in filth.”

      Will smirked. He leaned in to give me a kiss goodbye. “Call me later.”

      I nodded and let myself out the front door. I noticed Will making his way back downstairs. I figured he was probably going to get another couple of hours of sleep.

      As I happily skipped down the steps, I caught a flurry of movement coming up the driveway. I opened my mouth to say hi when I realized it was Aric. I snapped my mouth shut. I was hoping I’d be able to make my getaway without him saying anything. No such luck.

      “Did you spend the night here?” Aric looked irritated. I found that fairly interesting – and by interesting I mean creepy.

      “Why do you care?”

      “It was just a question.”

      “Yes, I spent the night.”

      “You’re dating Will.” It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway.

      “Yes, I’m dating Will.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      “When I was fourteen he came to my school dance.”

      “What?” Aric looked confused.

      “We know each other from home.” Sometimes you have to make things simplistic for men.

      “So you’ve known him a long time?”

      “Four years.”

      “Have you dated him all four years?”

      “What is this, twenty questions?” Aric’s busybody nature was starting to irk me.

      “Are you embarrassed by your relationship?”

      “No.”

      “Then why not just answer?”

      “I will when you tell me why you care.”

      “He’s a friend. I’ve just never heard of you.”

      My eyes narrowed as I regarded Aric. I could tell he wanted me to react to that statement. While it hurt, I wasn’t going to let him know it hurt.

      “Maybe you’re not as close of friends as you thought you were?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe you’re not as important to him as you think you are?”

      Well, that was low.

      “Thanks for the morale booster. If you’ll excuse me?” I tried to push past the wall of muscle that was Aric. He didn’t budge.

      I blew out a frustrated sigh. “What is your deal?”

      “What makes you think I have a deal?”

      “The fact that I’ve now met you twice and you’ve invaded my personal space both times.”

      “Maybe I think you’re hot.”

      “There are plenty of hot girls here.” God, I hoped my face wasn’t flaming red.

      Aric grudgingly took a step back to let me pass. “I’m sorry.”

      At first I wasn’t sure he had said anything at all. I paused as I was moving past him and looked up into his eyes searchingly for a second. “What are you sorry about?”

      “I shouldn’t have said what I did to you about Will.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my relationship isn’t contingent on you. I know that’s mind boggling.”

      Aric smiled at me – a true smile – one that reached all the way up to his chocolate eyes. I couldn’t help but notice how much more attractive he was when he smiled.

      “You think I’m conceited.”

      “I think you’re used to women falling at your feet.”

      “But not you?”

      “No, not me.”

      I decided now was the time to make my escape and continued down the driveway. I wanted to look back to see if he was still there, but I realized I’d look much cooler if I didn’t. It was hard, but I managed to make the trek out to the road.

      I started toward the campus, all the while fighting the inner urge to look back. As I made it to the end of the street and started to turn, I risked a quick glance back. Not only was Aric still there, but also he was still staring.

      I felt a little pride that he was still checking me out – at first. Then I realized that I had only met him twice and I’d been rude both times.

      A wave of creepiness began to wash over me again. I made a mental note to find a way to grill Will about Aric, without making it obvious what I was after. A guy who chased a girl who was not only dating his friend but treated him like dirt might have some sort of personality disorder, after all.

      Without realizing what I was doing, I raised a hand to wave at Aric as I drifted out of sight. Well, so much for being cool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Classes that day were not only uneventful, they were ridiculously boring. I was actually relieved. Within the last three days I’d met three different men who had managed to unnerve me – and one of them was an extremely strange professor.

      After my second class of the day, I happily trudged back to the dorms alone. When I made it up to the room, Brittany and Tara were in the bedroom studiously toiling away at their desks. Paris was sitting on the couch watching General Hospital. I joined her.

      “How was your night?”

      “Fine.” I wanted to talk to Paris about Aric, but I didn’t know how to broach the subject. How do you explain a feeling?

      “You do anything fun?”

      “Just each other.”

      Paris smirked as I levied my attention on General Hospital. We silently watched the soap for a few minutes before I turned back to her. “You spend the night at Mike’s last night?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You going back tonight?”

      “No.” I noticed she grimaced.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Tell me.”

      Paris sighed – one of those long ones that only come when you’ve been dating the same guy for a long time and you’ve had to suffer through a lot of bullshit. “He gave himself a nickname.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he gave himself a nickname and he wants everyone to start calling him it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Boots.”

      “Boots?”

      “Boots.”

      “That’s a stupid nickname. Why did he give himself that name?”

      “Because he wants everyone to know that he’s constantly knocking boots.”

      My mouth must have dropped open in surprise because the next thing I knew I was forcing it shut. “You’re shitting me.”

      “Nope.”

      “What is it with guys?”

      “I know, right?”

      We both turned our attention back to the television. After the show ended, everyone decided to have an early dinner. Tara and Brittany had ‘loads’ of homework to fill their night.

      “Do you have anything?” Paris asked curiously as we walked down the hallway.

      “Nope.”

      “Me either.”

      We ended up eating dinner with the guys across the hall. They were excited because they’d seen one of the girls down the hall – Natalie, I think her name was -- naked. Apparently she’d walked across the common room nude because she didn’t realize the door between the hall and the room was open.

      “How did she look?” Brittany was appalled at my question.

      “What do you mean?” Rick No. 2 asked.

      “Does she stuff?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Her boobs always look lumpy. I assumed she stuffed.”

      The conversation didn’t progress from that point. Everyone started debating whether or not Natalie stuffed. I couldn’t wait until our conjecture made its way down the hall to her. She was already a bitch. I figured this would push her over the edge -- to raving bitch.

      After dinner, Paris and I both lamented our lack of anything to do.

      “You could go back over to Will’s,” she offered.

      I turned to her conspiratorially. “His room is in the basement.”

      “So.”

      “So, there’s no window and it kind of creeps me out. It’s like being in a box -- or an animal den -- or something. It’s freaky.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      “I know. He’s so fricking sensitive.”

      “He’s a man. They say we’re the only ones who get PMS – but they are definitely mistaken.”

      We ultimately decided to go down to Mark’s floor and get him. “I could use a Slurpee,” I agreed.

      Mark was eager to join us. I noticed he left the skateboard behind this time and purposely positioned himself between us as we made the walk to the 7-Eleven.

      We chatted amiably about classes, home, the weather – anything that wouldn’t be considered heavy. After getting our Slurpees, we sat at the picnic table outside the 7-Eleven and continued to chat. Finally, Mark broke our unspoken rule and asked a question neither Paris nor I wanted to answer.

      “So you both have serious boyfriends, huh?”

      “I don’t know if you’d call them serious,” Paris answered. I had a sneaking suspicion that Boots’ days were numbered.

      “Will and I are kind of serious,” I offered. I couldn’t help but notice that Mark seemed a little bit disappointed.

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Four years.”

      Mark looked nonplussed. Four years was a lot of history to overcome. Of course, he didn’t know that we frequently took “time outs” during those four years – and I had no intention of telling him. As nice as he was, Mark just wasn’t my cup of tea on a romantic level.

      After that, the conversation veered back into a safe area and I could see that both Paris and I had visibly relaxed.

      As we walked back to the dorms, I noticed that it looked like it was about to start raining.

      “I hope it storms.”

      “You like storms?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Me, too,” Paris admitted.

      “Me three,” Mark chimed in.

      We decided to wait outside to see if it would storm. We weren’t disappointed. Paris and I both walked out into the open field next to the dorm, opening our arms and staring up at the sky as the downpour started.

      “I love the rain,” Paris said.

      I was only half listening to her. The truth is, I felt relaxed during a storm. Other people got keyed up and scared. I was just the opposite. I was one of those rare people who felt no harm could ever come to me in a storm. The rest of the time, of course, was another story.

      Without even speaking to each other, Paris and I both began twirling in the storm. There was no rhyme or reason behind our movements, we both just wanted to be free.

      For his part, Mark was quickly getting bored.

      “Let’s go inside.”

      There was a loud crack of thunder. Neither Paris nor I were dissuaded from the twirling.

      Mark was starting to get panicky. “Seriously, let’s go inside before we get struck by lightning.”

      Paris and I ignored Mark’s plea.

      The next thing I knew, something cold and wet splattered against the left side of my head. I reached up to feel what it was. I realized it was mud. I turned in the direction it had come from.

      Rick No. 1 was doubled over laughing a few feet away. The rest of his suite mates were next to him.

      Now, a normal girl would have been agitated by mud being thrown at her. I was exhilarated. Before I even realized what was happening I’d retaliated with such force that Rick No. 1 had actually slipped and fallen in the mud in his haste to get away.

      These movements set off a full-on mud fight amongst everyone.

      The fight was a melee of bodies and molded dirt that lasted a full half an hour before everyone had their fill. We made our way into the dorm and all climbed into the elevator together. Everyone was still laughing and having a good time as they made their way down the hall. I noticed our dorm room was open – which surprised me. I thought Tara and Brittany were hard at work on their homework.

      When I entered the door, I realized that it hadn’t been left open by my roommates. Instead, Will was sitting on the couch expectantly.

      When he saw me, drenched and covered with mud, his brow furrowed.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I laughed. “We just had a mud fight.”

      Will glared at the guys standing behind us in the hall. They seemed to get the hint and quickly exited to their own room. Mark whispered a quick goodbye and took off for the stairwell at the end of the hall.

      “What’s wrong?” I didn’t understand why Will was so worked up. We didn’t have any plans. I was sure of it.

      “What do you mean what’s wrong? You’re covered in mud.”

      “So?”

      “You’re covered in mud and wet.”

      “If you’re worried about the mess, it’s not like I’m making a mess at your place.”

      “It’s not the mess!” Will practically exploded.

      “Then what is it?” I was no happier with him than he was with me right now.

      “It’s … it’s … .”

      “What?”

      “It’s just so childish.”

      “Childish? It’s childish?”

      Will nodded mutely.

      “You had black eyes all summer because you threw lit firecrackers in your brother’s room when he was trying to get it on with a girl and he beat the crap out of you and I’m childish?”

      “That’s different.” Will looked uncomfortable.

      “How is that different?”

      “Because that was at home.”

      “So?”

      “That was at home – where my brothers couldn’t find out about it.”

      “Why would your frat brothers care that I got in a mud fight?”

      Will shifted uncomfortably. I got the feeling he’d said something he wished he could take back. Quite frankly, I wished he could take the whole visit back.

      “I guess they wouldn’t.”

      “Then why are you so upset?”

      “I guess I just didn’t like seeing you flirt with those guys.” Will averted his eyes from me. The statement had a ring of truth – and yet I didn’t think it was the truth.

      Given the fact that I was wet and dripping on the floor, though, I didn’t have the energy to fight with Will.

      “Well then,” I said in a measured and clipped tone. “I guess you just shouldn’t tell your frat brothers I was in a mud fight and you should realize that engaging in a mud fight isn’t equitable to sex.”

      Will nodded, still uncomfortable with the situation.

      Things didn’t get much better after that. Will made a hasty retreat – promising to call me tomorrow – and Brittany gave Paris and I dirty looks until we’d cleaned the floor in the common area to her approval.

      After everything was done, Paris and I both climbed on the couch and flipped channels until we found an episode of Hoarders to watch.

      “Still totally worth it,” Paris whispered.
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      Most people say that if you sleep on it, most of your anger will abate during the night.

      The people that say that are wrong.

      When I woke up the next morning I was still angry with Will. I was also suspicious. I couldn’t figure out why he would possibly care what we’d done the night before.

      Since it was Wednesday, I had the same class schedule as Monday. I wasn’t looking forward to returning to Journalism 101 and the peculiar Mr. Blake – speaking of things that were making me suspicious. That was getting to be a long list.

      Paris and I went to breakfast together. Neither of us seemed up for much conversation, though. I figured she was struggling with her feelings for Mike. I knew I was struggling with how to make my relationship with Will work – especially after his juvenile shit fit the night before.

      After eating a huge plate of cheesy hash-browns, Paris and I set out for class. Any conversation we did share was light.

      We split up to head to different floors. English was uneventful – as usual. Paris and I met back up for Astronomy – which was ridiculously boring.

      “I thought this was going to be more fun,” Paris admitted.

      “Me, too.”

      “That lab is going to suck.”

      “No doubt.”

      After Astronomy, I slowly made my way toward the Journalism 101 class. I stopped to tie my shoes – even though they didn’t need it – and get a drink of water, even though I wasn’t thirsty. I was just dreading seeing Professor Blake again.

      When I entered the classroom, I tried to ignore Matilda waving at me frantically.

      “Zoe! I saved you a seat.”

      I guess I couldn’t ignore that. I grimaced as I slid into the seat next to Matilda and greeted her with as much enthusiasm as I could muster – which admittedly wasn’t much.

      “I was worried you weren’t coming.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. You were almost late.”

      I decided to try to ignore her for the rest of the class. That wasn’t in the cards either.

      “So, has Rick said anything about me?”

      “Which Rick?”

      “The good-looking one.”

      “Ah, Rick No. 1,” I shoved a piece of gum in my mouth and feigned like I was thinking hard. “No, I don’t think so.”

      One look at Matilda’s crestfallen face and I actually wished I had lied.

      “I don’t see him that often, though,” I offered.

      “Why not?”

      Because I don’t stalk him like you do. “Because we have classes. And I have a boyfriend.”

      “Oh, you have a boyfriend?” Matilda was looking way too interested in that little tidbit. Crap.

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s here?”

      I sighed as I explained about Will. I told her the bare minimum of information. I couldn’t take much more of this.

      Luckily for me – or maybe unluckily – Professor Blake decided to make his appearance at this point. I was relieved when he didn’t even glance my way. Maybe I had imagined everything.

      Mr. Blake greeted the class and then sat on the edge of his desk.

      “A lot of journalism is about perception,” he said.

      I noticed everyone was busily typing on their laptops and iPads so I dutifully pulled my iPad out – even though I didn’t think Professor Blake had said anything profound yet.

      “This isn’t the same news era that your parents grew up in and it’s especially not the same era of news reporting that your grandparents grew up in,” he continued.

      “What do you mean?” One of the students in the back row – a girl – was trying to act like she was studiously involved in the lecture for Professor Blake’s benefit.

      “I mean, when your parents and grandparents were younger, the news business was different. News has changed – and I think the biggest change is that a lot of people look at news for its entertainment value,” he said.

      “Can you be more specific?” The same girl. She was going to be annoying.

      “News broadcasts used to be just about the news. A straight-up rundown of the facts,” he said. “Now, though, you have personalities that slant the news – and it’s not just one news organization. You have news being slanted on both the left and the right – but neither is ultimately fair,” Professor Blake glanced at me for a second, but luckily his gaze didn’t linger.

      “The advent of the Internet has also radically changed how we report the news,” he continued. “These are the days when everyone has a blog and some people actually think that a blog purports truth.”

      “They don’t?” At least another student asked the question this time.

      “I’m not saying that they all don’t. I’m saying, though, that blogs are not always researched properly,” he said. “Most of the time, in fact, they’re just opinions. Like movie reviews.”

      Professor Blake got up and started pacing back and forth at the front of the room. “Let’s try a little experiment shall we?”

      Not waiting for an answer, he turned back to the class. “How many people here believe in ghosts?”

      That’s a weird question for a journalism class, I thought. I looked around the room and saw more than half of the hands shoot up. Good grief.

      “Good. Put your hands down. Now how many people believe in vampires?”

      The same people’s hands shot up. I noticed Professor Blake’s eyes rest on me for a second. It didn’t propel me to raise my hand, even though I’d noticed that Matilda had raised her hand to both questions.

      “Okay,” he continued. “If Matilda here writes a blog and says that vampires are real, is that news?”

      “It depends,” I muttered.

      “Did you have something to add, Zoe?”

      Crap, he’d heard me. I cleared my throat. “I said, that depends.” I was never one to shy away from a debate – even if it was about vampires.

      “What does it depend on?”

      “Whether or not these vampires sparkle.” That got a chuckle from everyone in the room except Professor Blake.

      “Is it news?” he pressed.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there’s no proof that vampires exist and you can’t print something as truth without proof.”

      “What if you have proof?”

      “Like what? A big pile of dust?”

      “What if you capture a vampire?”

      “I think if someone caught a vampire then reporters from CNN and ABC would be handling the story – not Journalism 101 students.”

      Professor Blake frowned at my flippancy. I tossed my hair over my shoulder and met his gaze evenly. I was not going to back down. I didn’t care if I failed.

      Professor Blake broke from the staring contest first and then turned back to the class. “Is Zoe right?”

      Matilda decided now was the right time to jump in. “If I see a vampire, though, and report on my experience that’s okay, right? I can even talk to it?”

      “What, like Interview with a Vampire?” My patience was running thin.

      “Maybe,” Matilda rolled her eyes at me. I noticed a few people around us giving me dirty looks. I had no idea how I had become the bad guy in this scenario.

      “If you did get an interview, what would you ask? What’s your favorite blood type?”

      Matilda looked slightly distressed. “You don’t have to mock me.”

      “I’m not mocking you.” I was totally mocking her. “I just want to see things from your point of view.”

      “I’ve seen things,” Matilda announced.

      “Really? What things?”

      “I saw a vampire when I was 16. He was hanging outside of a movie theater.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Trolling for victims.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I saw him sniff the air and follow a girl.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “And tell them I think I saw a vampire? No, they’d think I was crazy.” I knew she was crazy.

      “No, did you call the police and tell them there was some strange guy sniffing teenage girls outside the movie theater and following them?”

      “Of course not.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. Matilda decided to change the subject.

      “I’ve also seen ghosts.”

      “Oh yeah? Did they wear sheets?”

      “No, my grandma came to me in my dreams the night she died and told me that she’d always love me, but she had to go.”

      “How do you know she was a ghost and not an angel?”

      “I … I just know all right.”

      The room was quiet for a minute as Professor Blake looked around expectantly.

      “You’ve seen a werewolf!” Matilda had jumped to her feet to exclaim this little gem.

      “I have not.”

      “Yes you have,” she pointed at me. “That’s what that whole Dog Man thing is supposed to be.”

      “First of all, the Dog Man is supposed to be Bigfoot, not a werewolf, and I never said I saw him. I said that was a local legend. I think that’s as much crap as this other stuff.”

      All the while Matilda and I had been arguing, Professor Blake had been watching me silently. I could feel the confusion – and a certain degree of disappointment – rolling off of him.

      I couldn’t believe this conversation was actually going on. I also couldn’t believe he was letting it go on.

      Professor Blake cleared his throat loudly and stepped between Matilda and me. I think he was worried there might be bloodshed – or at least some vigorous hair-pulling.

      “Let’s call it a day everyone,” he said. “For your homework, I want you to try and prove that vampires exist in a news article.” He turned to me as he gave the assignment. He was challenging me to protest. I figured I might as well not leave him disappointed.

      “We’re supposed to prove that vampires exist?”

      Professor Blake nodded at me silently. The rest of the class, I noticed, had started talking excitedly to one another as they packed their belongings.

      I grabbed my book bag sullenly. I should have left the classroom without saying another word. I didn’t, though.

      “So, we can use Twilight as source material I guess?” With that parting shot, I flounced out of the room.
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      Despite the unnerving Journalism 101 debacle, I found myself settling into my class schedule pretty easily.

      On Thursday, I hadn’t had one moment of discomfort. I also hadn’t heard from Will – and I’d be damned if I’d call him first.

      After classes, I went down to dinner with Paris. We sat with Brittany and Tara – but there was clearly a delineating line being formed in the room. No one was openly hostile to one another – but there was a general sense of unease permeating the atmosphere roiling around the four of us.

      Brittany and Tara spent hours each night doing homework. The only homework assignment I had so far was proving vampires existed.

      After dinner, Paris and I decided to go to the library to do some research. I had decided to turn my assignment into the joke I knew it was and get quotes from a variety of different vampire books. I could have done it on the Internet, but I was eager to get away from Tara and Brittany.

      Unfortunately, Tara and Brittany decided they wanted to check out the library, too. I figured I couldn’t get out of it now without looking like a total bitch so I decided to just go with the flow. I could tell Paris was equally agitated by the situation, though.

      The sun was close to setting as we left. The days would get shorter and shorter now and soon the sun wouldn’t rise until almost 8 a.m. and it would set around 5 p.m. I hated those days – but I couldn’t do anything about it until I could afford to move out of Michigan.

      The chatter on the way to the library was uninspired – to say the least. Brittany couldn’t stop gushing about the fountain of knowledge she was dipping her toe into each day. Tara was equally expressive about her thirst for knowledge – although something rang false in her declarations. I was convinced she was just trying to impress Brittany – although I couldn’t figure out why.

      Paris and I discussed the state of the Friday the 13th franchise. What? It was as good a topic as anything else.

      “I liked the remake,” she said.

      “Good grief. That was awful.”

      “Those ones from the 80s are so cheesy, though.”

      “At least they were scary. The new one was an insult. Why would Jason have a pot field?”

      “Maybe he likes to mellow out after a kill. Wouldn’t you?”

      I couldn’t argue with that logic.

      When we got to the library, Brittany turned to us expectantly.

      “What?”

      “We have to go to the fourth floor.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s where the serious studying goes on.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “It’s common knowledge.”

      “From who?”

      Brittany shook her head tersely. “Everyone knows that.”

      Paris stepped between us quickly. “Why don’t you and Tara go up to the fourth floor? Zoe and I will meet you up there when we find the reference books we need.”

      Brittany nodded happily. She clearly had no idea that Paris and I would never make it to the fourth floor – which was apparently full of law books and students that were in desperate need of some sunshine.

      Tara and Brittany toted their heavy book bags onto the elevator and waved as the door closed.

      “I’m not going to the fourth floor.”

      “We’ll say we couldn’t find them,” Paris answered smoothly.

      “Maybe they’ll get lost up there forever?” There was a hopeful note in my voice.

      “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      Bummer.

      Paris and I loitered around the bottom floor of the library for a while. I selected four vampire books and copied enough quotes to bluff my way through the assignment. Paris leafed through the magazine selection.

      When I was done, I turned to her expectantly. “You have anything else you need to do here?”

      “No. Why don’t we go to the UC for coffee?”

      I didn’t drink coffee – unless it was half milk and chocolate -- but I agreed to go and wait for Paris outside. No one should be walking alone after dark anyway.

      Paris promised she wouldn’t take too long and dashed inside the building. I didn’t get her coffee excitement – but I was glad she was happy.

      I amused myself by walking up and down the sidewalk for a few minutes – all the while trying to avoid the multitude of cracks that marred the cement surface. I wasn’t going to take any chances with my mom’s back.

      After the turn on one trek, I slammed into a dark figure that had been following behind me.

      The figure grabbed me to keep me from toppling backwards.

      “Sorry,” I sputtered. “I didn’t hear you behind me.”

      I looked up to find myself staring into the chocolate eyes of Rafael – the dark and mysterious stranger from Mike’s party almost a full week before.

      “What are you doing here?” I’d asked the question before I thought about the intelligence associated with asking it.

      Rafael raised his eyebrows briefly as he took in my flustered state. I saw a smile quirk at the corner of his mouth, but he didn’t let it take up residence. He lifted up his own cup of coffee, tilting it slightly in case I was blind. “Getting coffee.”

      I didn’t know how to proceed, so I just stood there lamely and looked at him. He looked as good as I remembered. His hair was ridiculously glossy and the moonlight bounced off it like he was a Bond girl or something.

      “Why are you out here alone?” I’d watched him scan the area quickly.

      “I’m waiting for my roommate.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Inside getting coffee.”

      “Why didn’t you go with her?”

      “I didn’t want any coffee.”

      “Still … .” Rafael pursed his lips undecidedly. Whatever war his mind was waging, he must have picked a side. “It’s not safe for you to be out here alone.”

      I didn’t want to tell him I wasn’t exactly worried about being jumped. I didn’t think he’d get it.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Bad things happen on college campuses,” he reprimanded me. “Especially this campus. You’re not infallible.”

      “What do you mean bad things? What bad things?”

      My question seemed to take him by surprise. “Nothing. I just mean bad things could happen.”

      “That’s not what you said, though.”

      “It’s what I meant,” he practically hissed at me.

      “Well, I guess that it is good I’m not your concern then.”

      Rafael still looked skeptical.

      “You can go now.” I actually made little shooing motions with my hand. God, I probably was coming across as deranged to him.

      “I think I’ll wait.”

      “For what?”

      “For your roommate to get back.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Then we’ll be fine together.”

      I gave him my harshest PMS look, but he still didn’t back down. I chewed on my lower lip as I regarded him. God, he was so good looking. Too bad he was such a freak.

      “So … .” I was looking for something to talk about. Anything.

      “So?” Rafael seemed amused by my discomfort.

      “What’s your major?” I figured the dumbest conversation ever deserved the dumbest question ever.

      Rafael actually let the smile reach his entire face this time. It made him even better looking. He had a dimple in his tan cheeks that was simply spectacular.

      “Business.”

      Hmm.

      “What’s yours?”

      “Probably journalism.”

      Rafael seemed surprised by my answer. “With Professor Blake?”

      “God, no, not with him. He’s the one making me doubt my choice.”

      “Why?” Rafael’s question seemed pointed.

      “He’s just a freak.”

      Rafael seemed like he wanted to press the issue, but Paris picked that moment to reappear with a coffee in hand. She regarded Rafael with her wide eyes and then smiled warmly at him.

      “Hello.”

      Rafael greeted her back pleasantly. I was surprised he had it in him. Then he launched into an irritating diatribe about women being alone on campus after dark. What a sexist.

      “That’s definitely something to think about,” Paris admitted.

      I glared at her. Traitor.

      “Well, it is,” she said. “You and I are both from small towns. We don’t know the dangers out there.”

      I wanted to smack her – especially when I saw Rafael smiling triumphantly at me. Now I wanted to smack him. I wanted to wipe those dimples right off his face – and then kiss him until they reappeared.

      “We’ll be going now,” I grabbed Paris’ arm and started to steer her toward the sidewalk that would lead us back to the dorm. She stopped, though, and looked at it worriedly.

      “What?” Could this night get any more exasperating?

      “The path is so dark,” she murmured.

      I shot a death glare in Rafael’s direction. He seemed amused.

      “I’ll walk you home,” he offered.

      “That’s really not necessary,” I argued.

      “I insist.”

      Paris turned and grabbed my arm harshly. “If he wants to do it, we should let him.”

      Crap.

      She smiled as Rafael sidled in between us and turned his attention toward her.

      “After all, you can never be too careful.”

      I fell into step behind the two of them. I guess I was wrong. The night actually got worse.
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      When I set up my classes, I was hoping to avoid Fridays. Unfortunately, what they don’t tell you when you’re registering is that freshmen get last choice in the class department. Unfortunately, I ended up with three Friday classes.

      Luckily for me, I breezed through all of the classes that first week – even the increasingly uncomfortable Journalism 101 with Professor Blake. I even managed to avoid eye contact with him throughout the entire class – even when I handed in my vampire piece – which took on such a sarcastic tone in the final version that I was sure I would get a failing grade on it.

      When I returned to the dorm, I found Tara and Brittany excitedly chatting about going to Will’s fraternity party that night.

      I hadn’t heard from Will since our blow-up about the mud fight. I wasn’t as keen about going to the frat party – but we’d all agreed to go together earlier in the week and I wasn’t sure I would be able to gracefully back out of the event. Especially since Will only invited everyone because of me.

      “These are exactly the kinds of guys I’m looking for,” Brittany told Tara conspiratorially.

      “What do you mean?” How Tara could listen to her drivel was beyond me.

      “Everyone knows the guys in this frat are from good families, families that have money. These guys are going places.”

      Brittany’s outlook on life was seriously warped, I decided. “Really? Will’s family doesn’t have a lot of money.” For some reason, I was ready to fight with Brittany constantly these days.

      “What do you mean?” Brittany didn’t seem to believe me.

      “His family. They’re not well-off. They’re not poor, but they’re not well-off either.”

      “Maybe they just don’t let you in on their financial situation because they’re worried you’re a gold digger.”

      Wench.

      “Maybe,” I agreed sarcastically. “Of course, Will’s dad lives in a trailer in the middle of nowhere and his mom spent the entire summer living in a tent in the backyard with some Indian from the reservation in Traverse City. They even built a ceremonial teepee.”

      Why I felt the need to air Will’s dirty laundry was beyond me. In actuality, we had laughed about the situation with his mother all summer – but I could tell, deep down, it embarrassed him.

      “Native American,” Brittany responded primly.

      “What?” I was getting exasperated.

      “Native American. You can’t call them Indians anymore.”

      Tara could tell things were about to get ugly because she stepped in quickly. “Paris wants us to meet her downstairs for dinner.”

      I turned on my heel immediately after Tara spoke. I couldn’t get away from Brittany quick enough. I knew when I found myself hoping one of Will’s fraternity brothers gave her herpes that I was letting her get to me far too much. I didn’t know how to solve the situation, though. I couldn’t exactly banish her from the room – and I didn’t know the area well enough to successfully hide a body. I was still fuming about the situation when we made it to the cafeteria.

      I separated from Tara and Brittany to get my food. When I sat down next to Paris, she could tell something was wrong. A look from Tara, though, told her now was probably not the right time to question me about my anger.

      Conversation at the table was decidedly stressed throughout the meal. I kept catching Brittany casting me furtive looks throughout. I decided to take the high road; I just pretended she wasn’t there.

      After dinner, Paris and I managed to put enough distance between us and Tara and Brittany to get on a separate elevator.

      “What happened?”

      I told Paris what Brittany had said. She didn’t seem half as pissed off as I wanted her to be.

      “You’re overreacting,’ she said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “She’s naïve. She doesn’t understand how the world really is. When she finds out all these grand things she thinks are going to happen to her aren’t really going to happen, she’s going to be bitter.”

      “I hope she’s bitter with herpes.”

      “You can’t get rid of herpes,” Paris chided me. “She can learn just as important of a message with Chlamydia – and that can be knocked right out of you with a couple doses of penicillin.”

      I wondered – briefly – how Paris knew that. Then I decided to let it go. I’d only known Paris for a week. There’s such a thing as too much personal information.

      Paris and I showered first and then went to get ready for the party in the other room. Tara and Brittany showered after us – but there was still a marked tension in the air when they came into the bedroom to get dressed.

      I pointedly ignored both of them while I shrugged into a vintage Star Wars shirt, jeans, DC Comics Wonder Woman shoes and a Star Wars hoodie.

      I turned in time to see Brittany frowning at my outfit.

      “You’re not going to wear that are you?”

      “Why?” I was just itching for a fight.

      “You look like a boy.”

      “What boy would wear Wonder Woman shoes?”

      “Well,” Brittany bit her lower lip. “You still look like a boy.”

      “Why does it matter?” I wanted to tell her no boy would wear pants so tight there was worry about the seam ripping, but I didn’t think that would get me anywhere.

      “You’re never going to attract a guy looking like that.”

      “She already has a guy.” Tara looked confused.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like they’re getting along. It’s only a matter of time until they break up.”

      Paris stepped into my path to stop me from stalking over to Brittany and ripping her head off her shoulders. “It’s not worth it,” she sighed. “She’s just trying to bait you.”

      “It’s working.”

      I listened to Paris’ advice, though, and turned my back on Brittany. Screw Chlamydia. I was back to hoping she’d get herpes.

      Whether in a show of solidarity or not, Paris dressed in a pair of jeans, a Strokes T-shirt and brown Converse – so her outfit mirrored mine in a weird way. I saw Brittany frown when she saw us standing together – but she wisely chose to keep her mouth shut.

      We decided to walk to the party so everyone could have a good time. It was only a half-hour walk and the weather was still nice enough where it wasn’t going to be a factor. We weren’t going to have to implement designated drivers for at least a month.

      Paris and I took the lead on our trek – mostly because I was the only one that knew where the frat house was located.

      Before we knew it, we were a good block ahead of Tara and Brittany. I figured that was by their design so they could gossip about us.

      “You have to stop letting her get to you,” Paris admonished me. “She’s doing it on purpose. She thinks you’re unbalanced.”

      “I am unbalanced.”

      “Yeah, but if it comes down to a fight and we have to get the resident aide involved, then you’re not going to want to be the one that comes off as deranged.”

      She had a point there.

      Paris was quiet for a minute, but I could tell she wanted to ask me a question.

      “Do you think you’re going to break up with Will?”

      The question surprised me on some level – but it didn’t on others.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted honestly. “I thought all our problems were because we were apart so much. Now it turns out they are because he’s a dick.”

      Paris laughed. “I don’t understand why he freaked out that way.”

      “Me either. I don’t have the energy to constantly worry about hurting his feelings or embarrassing him, though.”

      “Yeah,” Paris was staring at the crescent moon. I knew what she was thinking about.

      “Are you going to break up with Mike?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Are you sad about it?”

      “If you would have asked me a week ago, I would have been broken-hearted.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m just anxious about doing it. Then I think I’m going to be relieved.”

      “How long will you wait to go after Mark?”

      Paris turned to me in surprise. She looked like she was going to argue the point with me and then, instead, shrugged her shoulders and giggled. “That obvious, huh?”

      “I don’t think anyone else has noticed. I’ve just been with you guys more.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s cool, don’t you think?” She seemed desperate for my approval.

      “He is cool,” I agreed. “I like that he’s himself and he doesn’t feel the need to impress anyone else.”

      “Me, too.”

      Paris and I finished the walk to Will’s fraternity house while discussing the pros and cons of dating Mark. Personally, I couldn’t figure out how they were both going to fit on that skateboard to go to the movies – but that wasn’t really my concern.

      When we turned the corner to the frat house you could hear music from almost a block away. Behind us, Brittany squealed with delight when she caught sight of the group of guys on the front porch of the house.

      “Aren’t they hot?”

      I couldn’t hear Tara’s response – but I was sure she was agreeing with Brittany.

      Paris and I exchanged eye rolls. I noticed Will was one of the guys out on the front porch. He caught sight of me as I turned on the sidewalk. He smiled warmly and flew down the steps to give me a hug. I was surprised.

      “I’m glad you came,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if … .”

      “I said I was.” I wanted to be annoyed with him, I really did. However, I was merely relieved that he didn’t’ seem to be harboring any ill will toward me. That made me annoyed with myself – but only for a few seconds.

      Will took my hand and led me up the steps. I grabbed Paris’ arm and dragged her behind me. I was not going to be stuck with these guys without someone interesting to talk to.

      I noticed Brittany glaring at me as Will led Paris and I to the group of guys he’d been talking to. I could feel the jealousy roiling off her. I bit back the urge to stick out my tongue at her and spent twenty minutes pretending to be interested in Will’s conversation with his fraternity brothers instead.

      After a while, though, I couldn’t feign interest in the latest edition of Guitar Hero so Paris and I left to refill our glasses at the keg. It was such a nice night; we made our way out to the backyard and seated ourselves in some lawn chairs to talk.

      “Is this what a fraternity party is really like?” So far I was unimpressed.

      “It might be more fun if you were on the prowl like Brittany,” Paris offered.

      “Good point.”

      Paris and I lapsed into an easy silence as we watched party guests flitter about. It occurred to me that there were about twice as many men as women at the party. I thought that was odd.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird that it’s such a sausage fest?”

      Paris furrowed her eyebrow and turned to where I was looking. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it … but you’re right. There are a lot more guys here than girls.”

      “I thought these were supposed to be the hottest guys on campus, wouldn’t the girls be here drooling over them?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s another party we don’t know about?”

      “Maybe.”

      I noticed that two of the frat brothers were now positioning themselves near an obviously drunk girl. One was freaking her from behind and the other was trying to isolate her from the front. Before the girl realized what was happening, the guys had managed to separate her from the small group of friends she’d been talking to only a few minutes before.

      I started to get up and then stopped. What was I going to do? I really had no reason to get involved. Still, something was bothering me about the situation.

      Paris seemed as helpless as I did. “Should we do something?”

      “What? They’re not technically doing anything. They’re just dancing.”

      Paris nodded, but I could tell she wasn’t convinced. I noticed her line of vision, though, had shifted. She saw me looking at her and quickly tried to pretend she had been looking in a different direction. I wasn’t falling for that. I followed her sight line to where it had been trained just a few seconds before and found my jaw falling open.

      Brittany was still up on the side porch of the house trying to get her fraternity boy, I noticed. Unfortunately, the boy she’d obviously set her sights on was Will. She was hanging on his arm and laughing hysterically. I knew he wasn’t that funny. I started toward the porch in a huff.

      Paris looked like she wanted to stop me. When she saw the look in my eyes, though, she wisely backed off.

      I stomped back up the stairs – pushing myself through the fraternity brothers and their animalistic mating rituals. What was that smell? It smelled like sex? I stopped in front of Brittany and Will with a purpose.

      Will seemed to notice me before Brittany and tried to disengage himself from her arms (when had she grown eight of them?). “Zoe,” he sputtered. “I was looking for you.”

      “You were looking hard, I can tell,” I didn’t want to act like I was jealous, but I was so far gone at this point I couldn’t mask my emotions.

      Brittany narrowed her eyes as she regarded me. “He shouldn’t’ have to go looking for you,” she announced. “A real girlfriend wouldn’t just leave a stud like this alone.” She smiled adoringly at Will.

      “Stud? Is he a horse now? If you think that, you’re going to be sorely disappointed when he gets you into bed.”

      My remarks were biting – but Will had known me long enough to realize now was not the time to pick a fight he could never win.

      Brittany was either too drunk – or too oblivious – to care.

      “You should just chill. We’re just having a good time.”

      I noticed she was having a hard time standing up straight. We hadn’t been here long enough for her to get that falling down drunk.

      “What are you on?”

      “What?” Brittany seemed confused.

      “What are you on? Acid?” It looked like she was having trouble focusing.

      “I would never smoke acid.”

      I was too concerned about Brittany to completely drop the hammer on her, but I couldn’t let her lack of drug knowledge go without commenting. “You drop acid. You don’t smoke it.” I grabbed her arm and dragged her away from Will – narrowing my eyes at him suspiciously as I did so. “Did one of your frat brothers put something in her drink?”

      Will looked genuinely shocked. “Of course not.”

      Just because Will didn’t believe they were capable of such an act didn’t convince me.

      “We’re leaving,” I told Brittany pointedly.

      “I am not. I’m having a good time.” She slurred her words.

      “No, we’re leaving. I don’t care what you want.”

      Paris had made her way to my side and was grabbing Brittany’s other arm.

      “Just put her inside and let her sleep it off,” Will offered lamely.

      “Absolutely not. I don’t trust these assholes as far as I can throw them.”

      I noticed that Aric had arrived on the front porch and was eyeing me curiously. When did he get here? Brittany’s sharp intake of breath when she caught sight of him would have been comical at another time. “Who is that?”

      I regarded Aric, doubt evident. “He’s the guy who’s going to help us get home.”

      If Aric was surprised at my pronouncement he didn’t say anything. Instead, he walked toward Brittany and scooped her up in his arms like she weighed nothing.

      “Let’s go,” he made eye contact with me briefly before starting to move off the front porch.

      Will was staring at Aric hatefully. He didn’t say anything, though. In fact, I noticed that while none of the fraternity brothers seemed happy to see Aric, not one of them was willing to get near him. Instead, the sea of people magically parted as Aric made his way down the steps.

      Paris and I followed him quietly. Tara saw that we were leaving and scurried down the steps behind us. “What happened?” She was confused. Where had she been all this time?

      “Let’s just say Brittany and I are going to have a long talk tomorrow and leave it at that for now?”

      Tara nodded in surprise. But, for a second, I saw something darker lurking in the corners of her eyes. Okay, maybe I just imagined that. This whole night was getting weird.
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      The walk home was awkward, and Aric didn’t even bother with the pretense of idle chatter. I couldn’t shut off my inner monologue, though.

      “What’s up with your fraternity brothers?” Apparently I couldn’t shut off my outer monologue either.

      Aric didn’t even bother looking at me. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what was up with that party? There were like twice as many guys there as girls and it was like they were trying to double up on all the women.” I didn’t mention that it had smelled like sex to me. I figured that was more of a comment on me than anything else, and I didn’t want him to think I was a nymphomaniac or anything.

      “It was weird,” Paris echoed.

      “I didn’t even notice.” Tara still seemed confused.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Aric answered evasively. Brittany looked like dead weight in his arms, but he wasn’t complaining about carrying her so I didn’t offer to help.

      When we got to the dorms, Paris, Tara, and I extricated Brittany from him.

      “I can carry her all the way upstairs,” he offered.

      “We got it.”

      Aric shrugged and left without saying goodbye. Why that irked me, I had no idea.

      It took us ten minutes to get Brittany up to our dorm room. I didn’t bother trying to get her in anything more comfortable than what she was already wearing. Instead I just dumped her on the floor in the main room – making sure she rested on her side in case she had to throw up.

      “Shouldn’t we put her in bed?” Tara asked nervously.

      “We’re not strong enough to lift her onto the top bunk and I’m not going to bother anyone to help us. She’ll be fine.”

      Tara must have decided it wasn’t worth arguing about because we all went to bed without exchanging another word.

      The next morning, Brittany looked like death warmed over and she was sitting in the middle of the floor holding her head when we all got up.

      “How are you feeling?” Tara knelt down next to her kindly.

      “Like I’ve been run over.”

      “How much did you drink?” Paris asked gently.

      “I only had one cup.”

      I pursed my lips. “One cup couldn’t have done that to you.”

      Brittany glared up at me. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “No, just a slut.”

      Yep. It was time for the fight I’d been warding off for days.

      “Excuse me! I am not a slut.”

      “Then why were you hanging all over my boyfriend?”

      Brittany looked confused. “I was not!”

      “We all saw you.”

      Brittany looked to Tara and Paris for support. They both steadfastly avoided her gaze. “I don’t even remember talking to Will.”

      “Really? Then you probably don’t remember hanging all over him? Or calling him a stud? Or telling me I was a bad girlfriend because I didn’t give him enough attention?”

      I was a steamroller at this point.

      “No, I don’t,” Brittany bit her lower lip to keep from crying. Well, that wasn’t going to work on me.

      “So it was just a coincidence that you wanted a fraternity boy and you decided to hit on mine?”

      “I didn’t … I don’t … why would you … I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brittany mumbled.

      Paris stepped in at this point. “Maybe she was drugged?” She offered.

      The thought had actually occurred to me, but I was so infused with righteous indignation right now that I refused to acknowledge the possibility. “You’re taking her side?”

      Paris straightened as she stood up. “There are no sides.”

      “Of course there are,” I seethed. “There’s the side of the roommate that swooped in to save the slut and that of the slut.”

      Paris hardened her icy eyes as she registered my anger. “Maybe you should take a walk and let us talk to Brittany.”

      “Great! Sounds great!” I stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind me as I went. They could all go to hell as far as I was concerned.

      I stalked down the hall and was halfway to the elevator before I realized I was still in my flannel boxer shorts and a tank top (without a bra). There was nowhere I could really go.

      At the end of the hall I started pacing the small room where the elevator opened. I couldn’t believe this was happening.

      The elevator dinged and I turned to it expectantly. A dark haired girl with extremely pale skin stepped off. I’d seen her in the hallway before. I had never talked to her, though.

      At first, the girl moved past me without saying a word. When she saw I wasn’t getting on the elevator, though, she paused. “Are you alright?”

      “Compared to what?” I asked bitterly.

      The girl took a sip of the coffee she was carrying and regarded me with her solemn blue eyes. “You want to talk about it?”

      “About what? What a slut my roommate is?” Or what an idiot I was for thinking this whole Will thing was going to work out?

      “Which roommate?”

      “What?”

      “Which roommate is a slut?”

      “Brittany.”

      The girl looked surprised. “The blonde one?”

      I blew out a sigh. “Yeah.”

      “She doesn’t strike me as a slut.”

      “You know her?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know she’s not a slut?”

      “Because she was calling you one the other day.”

      “What?” It took every ounce of resolve I had not to stalk right back down the hall and choke Brittany with a tampon.

      “She was going on and on about you spending the night with your boyfriend and how you were going to end up pregnant.”

      “Oh, good grief.”

      The girl smirked despite my attitude. “I’m Laura,” she extended her hand in greeting. I took it without realizing what I was doing.

      “I’m Zoe.”

      “I know. Everyone knows you.”

      “How?”

      “You’re not exactly quiet.” Well, that was true.

      I let out another long suffering sigh and then sank to the floor with my back against the wall. I had nowhere to go -- and I was definitely not going back to the room yet.

      Laura sat on the floor next to me and looked at me expectantly. The next thing I knew, I’d unloaded all of my frustrations from the past week on her. I told her about Will. I told her about Brittany. I even told her about my run-ins with Rafael and Aric. The only thing I left out was my weird interaction with Professor Blake.

      After listening for about twenty minutes, Laura surprised me with her response. “Sounds like it could be a book.”

      “What?” Any anger I had been internalizing seemed to have fizzled during my diatribe.

      “It sounds like a book,” she reiterated.

      “I don’t get what you mean.”

      “You’re a woman torn between three men. Two are dark and dangerous. One you’ve known forever, but he’s become someone – actually something – that you don’t even recognize.”

      I took in Laura’s flushed faced and sparkling eyes and bit back a harsh retort. “Let me guess, you’re a romantic?”

      “Well, um … yes,” Laura acknowledged.

      “Well, let me just clarify things for you,” I said matter-of-factly. “This isn’t romantic. It’s weird. The whole thing is just weird. There are these weird lurking guys … .”

      “Incredibly hot guys,” Laura interjected.

      “They’re still lurking about. If a serial killer is hot he’s still a serial killer.”

      Laura had the grace to look appropriately chastised.

      “Then we have the guy I’ve been with since I was fourteen acting like a freak and living with a bunch of freaks.”

      Laura wisely let me continue.

      “Then there’s my very prim roommate who desperately needs to get some, but apparently wants to get some with my boyfriend – a boyfriend that I can’t even decide if I want anymore,” I finished lamely.

      “Things could be worse,” Laura offered.

      “How?”

      “You could be in love with a vampire.”

      The conversation had taken a decidedly uncomfortable turn. “I’m sorry?”

      “You could be in love with a vampire. Like Edward from Twilight.”

      “If I’m going to fall for a guy that sparkles, he better at least look like he bathes,” I grumbled.

      Laura ignored my snarkiness.

      “Or poor Dracula. He was just so misunderstood and everyone thought he was a monster and he really had no way to control himself.”

      “Why are we talking about vampires again?”

      “You said things couldn’t get much worse,” Laura responded.

      “And this is your way of showing me just how things could get worse?”

      Laura nodded. She seemed so normal a few minutes ago.

      “You want breakfast?”

      “I already ate.”

      “Well, I’m getting breakfast.”

      “I can go with you,” Laura was too nice for her own good, but beggars couldn’t be choosers at this point.

      “Okay, just let me go put a bra on,” I said. “If you think people were talking about me before – just wait until I’m the girl that goes to breakfast in a tank top without a bra.”
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      After breakfast, I decided I still wasn’t talking to any of my roommates. I wasn’t really angry with them anymore, but I wasn’t exactly happy with them either. Internally I could acknowledge that I had been out of line – and perhaps off-base. Externally, though, it was still all their fault.

      I opted, instead, to stonily pack up all of my laundry and haul it into the basement with my homework. I figured I could waste most of the afternoon down there without looking like I was running away from a problem. Of course, I was running away from a problem – but I just didn’t want to look like I was a big old coward.

      I placed my two loads into the machines, sat down in one of the armchairs and pulled out my ereader to read through a chapter for Astronomy class. When I was done, I sat there and pondered what I had just read. All this science stuff was just ridiculous, I decided. I took Astronomy because I thought it would be fun. This was just too much work.

      I heard some laughing going on outside the laundry room door so I poked my head out to see what was going on. To my surprise, it was Laura and Mark. Mark was busy skateboarding through the empty meeting room off the adjacent hallway and Laura was watching him while she messed with some clay in the middle of the floor.

      I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Laura was making beads or something. Great, a crafty hipster.

      I realized that both Mark and Laura had noticed me watching them so I stepped into the room. “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said.

      “You’re not,” Laura said invitingly. “We were just talking.”

      Mark smiled his slacker greeting but never stopped zipping around the room.

      “What were you talking about?” Please don’t say vampires. Please don’t say vampires.

      “Glee.”

      Just as bad.

      “Why would you be talking about Glee?”

      “We both are fans.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? It’s a great show.”

      “It’s a musical.”

      “So.”

      “So, it’s a musical.”

      Laura decided to change the subject. “What shows do you like?”

      “I don’t watch a lot of television.”

      Mark took in my Goonies T-shirt and looked at me, a question on his face.

      “What? I like movies not television.”

      “So what’s your favorite movie?”

      “The Empire Strikes Back.”

      That set the three of us off on a discussion about the state of science fiction today. I lamented that there weren’t great shows like Alien Nation and V anymore, while Mark lauded SyFy’s slate of shows.

      “They’re okay,” I offered. “I’m not in love with anything on that network right now, though.”

      “I love Once Upon a Time,” Laura giggled. “Prince Charming is so cute.”

      “I liked the sheriff better,” I surprised even myself with that revelation.

      “He was cute,” Laura smiled encouragingly at me.

      “Too bad he died.”

      The rest of the afternoon flew by. Mark let me have another try on his skateboard – and it was surprisingly easy on the carpet. I wasn’t as worried about falling.

      Once I’d finished my laundry, Mark and Laura helped me carry it upstairs. When I walked into the dorm room, I found Paris, Tara and Brittany all drinking whiskey sours.

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “Just trying to make Brittany feel better.” Paris seemed to be daring me to attack her. Instead, I introduced Laura to everyone in the room and then the three of us joined the three of them for drinks.

      “So you decided to solve Brittany’s blacking out problem from last night with more liquor?” That didn’t seem like a viable solution to me – but I didn’t want to start another fight.

      “We figured if she drank again she might remember what she forgot last night.” Tara’s face was flushed. If I had to guess they’d been drinking a good hour before I returned to the room.

      “That only works with pot,” I offered.

      “That’s true,” Mark agreed. “He seemed to be enjoying his drink, too.

      Brittany suddenly turned to me and grabbed my arm securely. “I’m sorry, Zoe.”

      She seemed so earnest I wanted to hug her for a brief second. Instead I laughed. “I’m sorry, too. I knew something fishy was going on. I shouldn’t have attacked you.”

      “No, I want you to know that I would never purposely go after your boyfriend,” tears were actually starting to leak from her eyes. Great. This was all I needed.

      “Drink your whiskey sour.” It had come out a little gruffer than I wanted, but Brittany got the message and turned back to her drink.

      The drinking went on for a good four hours before people started passing out. Paris and Tara were the first to retire to their beds. I could hear both of them breathing regularly, so I knew they would be down until tomorrow morning.

      I cut Brittany off around 11 p.m. I knew she’d be regretting this binge tomorrow morning. She grumbled the entire way into the bedroom – shutting the door behind her.

      Laura had left a few minutes before – but not before I caught her casting a wistful glance in Mark’s direction. I figured that situation between Laura and Paris would come to a head at a future date. For now, I decided to ignore it.

      When Mark and I were the only ones still up, we decided to toss in a DVD and watch a movie. I opted for The Empire Strikes Back and he didn’t argue.

      We were just finishing up with the planet Hoth assault, when there was a knock at the door. Since it was after midnight, I moved to the door cautiously and peered out the peephole. There was a goofy looking guy with slicked back hair (this isn’t Jersey Shore, people) and an orange cast to his skin on the other side of the door.

      I opened it cautiously.

      “Hi, I’m Braden,” the boy offered.

      I just stared at him without saying a word.

      “I’m here to see Brittany.”

      “She’s asleep.”

      “She just called me.” The orange boy looked confused. I figured that was his perpetual state.

      “When?”

      “Like fifteen minutes ago.”

      I clenched my jaw and moved away from the confused boy in the door. As he started to step in I whipped around. “Stay!” I then turned back to the bedroom and opened the door. Brittany was standing on the other side excitedly.

      “Is that Braden?” She whispered.

      “Yes. Why did you call him?”

      “I figured it was time.” I noticed Brittany was leaning on the desk so she wouldn’t fall over.

      “Time for what?”

      “To turn in my V-card.”

      “What’s a V-card?”

      “My virginity,” Brittany hissed.

      “Wait, so you drunk dialed him and called him over to take your virginity?”

      “Yes.”

      I can’t believe this. “Why?”

      “I just want it to be over with.”

      I sighed. Brittany was just too much work. “Go to bed.”

      Brittany looked confused.

      “I said go to bed. You’re not turning in your V-card tonight.”

      “Why not?” Brittany pouted.

      “Because you’re not going to remember it tomorrow and you’ll most probably regret it in the morning. If you’re going to do this – which I recommend by the way – then you should be sober.” What I didn’t add is that she should also be prepared. I doubted Brittany was the type of girl to carry condoms around, and Braden looked too goofy to have anything but an expired one in his wallet.

      Brittany looked like she was going to argue. Instead, the liquor seemed to be getting the better of her and she crawled into her bunk.

      “Tell Braden I’ll call him tomorrow,” she murmured into her pillow.

      “I will.” I had a few things I was going to add to that message – but she didn’t need to know that.

      I walked back out into the common room, pulling the bedroom door shut behind me as I did. “Brittany won’t be coming out to play tonight.”

      Braden looked nonplussed. “Why not?”

      “I put her to bed.”

      “Maybe if you just let me see her … ?” Braden obviously wanted to dip his wick. I could tell he was trying to decide how much of an obstacle I would be. He had no idea.

      “You’re not going to see her. You’re going to leave here. You’re going to forget she ever called you. Oh, and you’re going to think long and hard about what a piece of shit you are.”

      “Excuse me,” Braden took a menacing step into the room.

      I strode across the floor and stood toe-to-toe with him. His persona had gone from goofy to dangerous pretty quickly, I noted. I had no intention of backing down, though. I needed to bitch at someone – and he was as good a person as anybody.

      “Who do you think you are?” Braden growled.

      “I’m your worst nightmare,” I responded. “I’m the person that knows what kind of person you are. The type that would take advantage of a drunk girl and never talk to her again. I’m also the type of person that can hold her liquor so you can’t bamboozle me.”

      I stepped sideways at that point and opened the door wider as I gestured for Braden to leave.

      “Now, Braden, you are going to leave.”

      “What if I don’t?” The question seemed like he asked it with a dose of courage, but I could tell he was a coward.

      “Well, if you don’t, then I’ll start you on fire and we’ll just go from there.”

      Braden met my gaze evenly – I’ll give him props for that – but he must not have liked what he saw there. He quickly slipped out the door and hurried down the hall. If I was a better person, I’d put one hundred dollars on the fact that he looked back to make sure I wasn’t following him at some point. I didn’t look, though.

      Mark was shaking with silent laughter when I turned back around.

      “What?”

      “You’re just one scary bitch.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” I grumbled as I threw myself back in the chair and tuned back in to a galaxy far, far away.
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      The next morning was a rough one for all of us. I wasn’t technically hung over – but I was still pissed at Brittany’s antics.

      While Brittany was in taking the longest shower known to man, I filled Paris and Tara in on what had happened after they went to bed.

      To my surprise, Paris found the situation hilarious. “I’m sorry, but that is just so … so Brittany,” she sputtered.

      “What did the guy do when you threatened to start him on fire?” Tara seemed concerned.

      “What do you think he did? He left.”

      “But you weren’t really going to start him on fire were you?”

      “Probably not. It depends on how obnoxious he got.”

      After breakfast, Paris said she wanted to go back to the library. Since I didn’t want to hang around with a complaining Brittany, I agreed. She hadn’t brought up the Braden situation from the night before, but I was just betting she was waiting for me to leave the bedroom before she called him to apologize for my misbehavior.

      As we headed toward the library, Paris seemed to be in a chatty mood.

      “Do you think Brittany was drugged at the party?”

      Since we’d been fighting the day before, we really hadn’t discussed the situation.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think she drank enough to be that out of it.”

      “Have you talked to Will?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think he knew she was drugged?”

      That was a good question. All my years with Will would lead me to believe he wasn’t capable of that. He was different at college, though. I had to admit that. Was he that different, though?

      “I don’t think he knew she was drugged,” I finally said. “I can’t believe he’d condone that.”

      Paris nodded quietly. “What are you going to say to him?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “I feel like … I feel like we’re floundering but … .” I didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

      “But you don’t know if you want to throw four years away just because the first week of college hasn’t been what you suspected,” Paris supplied.

      I blew out a sigh. Paris had hit the nail on the head there. “It’s so weird. We had a great summer. It was like the best summer ever. Now, though, I just don’t know.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “I don’t know. I keep saying that. I used to think I did, but now it’s just like we’re going through the motions. Neither one of us wants to be the bad guy to end things.”

      Paris was silent. She just let me talk.

      “I don’t understand how things could go from good to bad so quickly.”

      “Maybe they were never really that good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe you just thought they were good because you were having so much fun. Maybe, because it was summer, you thought that going to concerts and kayaking and barbecues meant that your relationship was healthy when it wasn’t.”

      I realized she wasn’t just talking about my relationship. “Is that how you feel about Mike?”

      “Yes.” Paris’ succinct answer took me by surprise.

      “When are you going to break up with him?”

      “Soon.”

      “How soon.”

      Paris met my eyes evenly. “Very soon. I just have to work up the courage.”

      We lapsed into silence again. I admired Paris’ strength. I wasn’t sure I was at that point yet.

      “We weren’t together for four years, though,” she offered. I could tell she was trying to give me a way out.

      “How long were you together?”

      “About nine months.”

      “Still, that’s a long time.”

      “It is. It’s not four years.”

      “No, it’s not four years.”

      “No one says you have to break up with him,” I knew Paris was trying to help. “Maybe you could suggest seeing other people and still seeing each other?”

      I bit my lower lip in worry. “Maybe, but what’s the point of that?”

      Paris looked at me seriously. “That you’re just not ready for him to be completely out of your life?”

      “I don’t know. I feel like I’m ready to say goodbye but then, when I think about never waking up and seeing him next to me again, I feel like crying.”

      Paris nodded sympathetically.

      “Of course, I’ve also imagined smothering him in his sleep twice in the last week.”

      Paris couldn’t help but laugh. “That would be a whole other way to go.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not going to do anything until it feels right.”

      “What if it never feels right?”

      The question took me by surprise. Was that even possible?

      We made the rest of the trip to the library in relative silence. We both had our own problems on our mind. As we approached the library, I noticed that a small throng of people were grouped together off to the side – and they seemed excited.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Paris and I both inched over to the group to see what had attracted everyone’s attention. I don’t know what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it.

      “You are a worthless slut!”

      In the middle of the group was a tall, willowy boy that would look innocent in any situation but the one he currently found himself in. His backwards baseball cap, Detroit Tigers’ T-shirt and baggy canvas pants belied a teenager. His angry words belied a raging man.

      I looked to see whom he was talking to and was surprised to see it was a tiny girl with mousy brown hair and doe-like eyes. She was shrinking away from the boy in fear.

      “I told you I don’t know what happened,” her lower lip was quivering. “I don’t remember what happened.”

      “Well, let me fill in the blanks for you,” the boy said. “You went to an Alpha Chi party and slept with half the brothers there.”

      Paris and I raised our eyebrows at each other.

      “I don’t remember that. I told you. I was drugged or something.” The girl was weeping at this point. She looked lost.

      “That’s a little too convenient for my taste,” the boy said bitterly. “I can’t believe that after everything we’ve been through you’d go to a party and do … that!”

      “I told you I don’t remember anything,” the girl pleaded. “Why won’t you believe me?”

      “Because your roommates told me that you went to bed with two different guys.”

      “Nice roommates,” I muttered under my breath to Paris. She merely nodded. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the scene playing out in front of us.

      “I told you, I think I was drugged,” the girl didn’t seem sure if she believed her own excuse. I believed her, though. That was the same party Brittany had went goofy at.

      The boy grabbed the girl’s arm roughly and shook her. “I don’t believe you.”

      Without even thinking, I pushed my way through the crowd and dragged the sobbing girl away from the boy. “Leave her alone.”

      I looked the girl over to make sure he hadn’t hurt her. She seemed emotionally spent.

      “Mind your own business, bitch.”

      I turned to the boy with my own sense of rage. He seemed surprised by my reaction and took an involuntary step back. I didn’t blame him.

      “It is my business when you start shaking your girlfriend like a rag doll.”

      “She’s a slut.”

      “Well, you’re stupid. Does that mean I can beat the shit out of you?”

      “Like you could,” the boy was playing up to the group of friends that were standing behind him. He looked a little scared of me, though.

      I turned my attention back to the girl. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded mutely, but I could see her lower lip was starting to quiver again. Great, more crying.

      “Apologize to her,” I ordered the boy.

      “No.”

      “You don’t hurt your girlfriend. And you most certainly don’t get away with it without at least apologizing.”

      “I’m not apologizing for nothing.”

      “Anything,” I snapped back.

      “What?”

      “If you’re going to be an asshole, at least do it with proper grammar.”

      The boy stepped toward me, clenching his fists. I didn’t know if he was going to hit me. I wasn’t going to wait to find out, though. Without even thinking, I raised my right knee and slammed it into his groin.

      The boy doubled over in pain – and every guy in the crowd had a sharp intake of breath at my actions. I wasn’t done though. While the boy was distracted I then grabbed the back of his head and slammed my knee up into his face – causing him to fall backwards onto the ground.

      His friends looked like they wanted to come to his aid – but there was no rationale for five guys attacking a girl. Instead they knelt beside him, all the while casting wary glances in my direction.

      I could feel everyone that had amassed in the little group looking at me. The boys were shooting me hateful glances as they gathered their friend and dragged him off. The girls were looking at me admiringly.

      There was one other set of eyes, though, that I couldn’t read. I could feel them, though. I turned defiantly to see who was giving me the once-over. I pulled up short, when I realized it was Professor Blake.

      We stared at each other for a full minute. I was practically daring him to admonish me. Instead he turned on his heel and walked away. About a hundred yards out, I saw him pause and turn back. The look in his eyes was thoughtful – not belligerent.
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      After leaving the library with the distraught girl, Paris and I tried grilling her for more information on the party. Well, actually I tried grilling her. She was sobbing so hard, though, we couldn’t understand a word she was saying. What she was uttering sounded like a series of whale calls without the water to filter them.

      Paris tried a different approach – cajoling the information out of her – but that didn’t work either. Instead, we ended up walking her back to her dorm. Unfortunately, she lived on the other side of campus in one of the all-girl dorms.

      On the walk back to Wharton Hall, Paris was thoughtful.

      “Do you think they’re drugging girls for sex?”

      “I don’t see why else they’d be drugging them,” I responded. “You have to admit, something weird was going on at that party.”

      “Yeah,” Paris looked uncomfortable but she plowed on ahead anyway. “Do you think Will is involved?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “It’s not like he’s not getting any, though, so I don’t know why he’d have to drug anyone.”

      Paris nodded in silent agreement. “Still,” she mused. “He can’t be oblivious to what’s going on at that place.”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to ask him about it?”

      “I guess I’m going to have to.”

      When we got back to the dorm, we wandered through the nearly empty cafeteria before returning to our room. The cafeteria is left open at night for those that want to study. The pop machines and soft-serve ice cream machine are also left on, and Paris and I both indulged with an ice cream cone.

      We were at the machine when we heard some random giggling. When we turned around, we found Brittany flirting with several guys from our floor a few tables away.

      We went over to the table to join them. When Brittany saw us, I couldn’t ignore the angry expression that flitted across her face momentarily. She was probably annoyed that we interrupted her mating session. The rest of the table inhabitants seemed happy to see us, though.

      “Hey, Zoe, Paris,” Rick No. 1 greeted us amiably. I noticed that Brittany had placed a possessive hand on his arm in an attempt to draw his attention back to her.

      “Hey,” I greeted him with a wide smile. I could really care less about Rick No. 1 – or No. 2 for that matter – but I’m always up for irritating Brittany.

      “Where have you guys been?”

      Paris and I told everyone at the table about our night’s adventure. I noticed Brittany sit up straighter when we told our story.

      “Do you think she was drugged like me?”

      “We don’t know that you were drugged,” I reminded her. “We should have taken you to health services and had you tested. If we were thinking, that’s what we would have done. Now we’re just working on an assumption.”

      “We could still go do it,” she offered.

      “Most date rape drugs are out of your system pretty quickly,” I said.

      “How do you know?” There was an accusatory tone to her voice that I found grating.

      “I watch television.”

      “Well, we could go anyway,” she turned to Rick No. 1 with what I’m assuming was her best seductive look. To me she looked like she was constipated. “Would you walk with us? I’m scared now to be out without a man I can trust.”

      I snickered under my breath. Rick No. 1 smiled at my amusement, while Brittany shot me her best PMS glare.

      “I think Zoe is right,” Rick said. “I think it would be a waste of time.”

      “Oh,” Brittany said disappointedly. “We could go back and see if they try to drug me again?”

      “That’s sounds like a stupid idea,” I interjected.

      “Excuse me! Did you just call me stupid?”

      “No, I said your idea was stupid.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “We can’t guarantee that we can control the situation this time like we managed to last time,” I said matter-of-factly.

      Brittany grudgingly agreed. “Yeah, it would suck if they managed to separate us.”

      “And I would imagine that would be the first thing they’d try to do – even if they’d let us through the front door.”

      “Why do you think they focused in on Brittany?” Rick No. 1 asked.

      “That’s a good question,” I said. “I don’t know. There were a lot of girls there.”

      “What if … ?” Paris looked both thoughtful and reluctant.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know, what if … ?” Paris took a deep breath, steadying herself. “What if they’re targeting virgins?”

      Brittany made an embarrassed squeak and shook her head disapprovingly at Paris. I was interested in the theory.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because that guy at the library said that girl was a virgin until she was with those guys,” Paris said. “Why would she say no to her boyfriend but yes to strangers?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      “Plus, we know Brittany is … .” Paris broke off when she saw Brittany glaring in her direction.

      “Frigid,” I offered. I didn’t really care about pissing Brittany off.

      “Innocent,” Paris finally supplied.

      Rick No. 1 sniggered as Brittany’s face turned a violent shade of red. “Just because I don’t sleep with whatever guy pays me any attention – like other people I know – doesn’t mean I’m innocent.”

      “So, what, you do everything but?”

      Brittany looked confused.

      “If you’re not innocent and you haven’t had sex that means you’re everything but girl.”

      Brittany still looked confused.

      “You know, blow jobs, hand jobs … rim jobs.”

      Paris couldn’t help herself as she choked on her ice cream she was laughing so hard. Brittany didn’t find me as funny.

      “You are disgusting,” she hissed, getting to her feet dramatically and flouncing from the table.

      The guys who had been sitting and listening were also amused by the conversation. Rick No. 1 actually swiped a few tears from his eyes, he was laughing so hard. “I don’t think she could ever give a blow job or a rim job,” he finally wheezed out.

      “Why is that?”

      “She’d have to stop talking to do both and I’m not sure that’s in her wheelhouse,” he laughed.

      He could be right.

      When Paris and I returned to the room, Brittany and Tara had both retired. Since we had our second week of classes the next day – we opted for the same. Paris wouldn’t let me go to bed, though, until I promised to apologize to Brittany the next day.

      When we woke up the next morning, I was relieved to find that both Brittany and Tara had already left for class. If I was lucky, Paris would forget about my promise and Brittany would stop being such a pill. I know, a girl can dream, can’t she?

      My classes were largely uneventful for the day. Even Journalism 101 was relatively relaxed.

      When Professor Blake handed my paper back to me I expected to see a big fat F. Instead, he’d given it a ninety-two. He’d even written “highly entertaining” in red ink on the top of the paper.

      I noticed Matilda was trying to shove her paper in her bag quickly. She couldn’t do it fast enough to hide the eighty prominently marked on the top of her paper. I also saw the notation Professor Blake had etched across the top: “Try using your imagination.”

      After class, Matilda and I were packing up our belongings and she was seething.

      “I can’t believe he gave me an eighty.”

      “It could have been worse,” I offered. “That’s still well above passing.”

      “I’m used to getting A’s,” she said haughtily.

      “College isn’t high school,” I said succinctly.

      “I know college isn’t high school,” she sputtered.

      “Well, I’m just saying, we have to adjust our expectations.” Of course, I’d put zero effort into mine and still got a ninety-two. I didn’t think that was something I should bring up to her, though.

      Matilda decided she wanted to talk about something else. “Have you seen Rick lately?”

      “We had ice cream together last night.”

      Matilda furrowed her brow. “Just the two of you?”

      “No, just a few people from our floor.”

      “Is he seeing anybody?”

      “I think he’s seeing everybody,” I said honestly.

      “Oh,” Matilda looked disappointed. “Does he ever ask about me?”

      “No.” Now she looked crushed. “Maybe he’s gay?”

      That notion didn’t seem to make Matilda any happier. “Maybe he just doesn’t like me.”

      I bit back my reaction to her little gem of wisdom. I didn’t think kicking her when she was down sounded like a good idea. She wasn’t Brittany, after all.

      We were heading out the door when I heard a voice behind me. It was Professor Blake.

      “Ms. Lake, would you stay a moment?”

      I froze for a second and then slowly turned to face him. “Why?”

      “I want to talk to you about your paper.”

      Crap.
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      Either Matilda didn’t notice my sudden panic about having to stay behind with Professor Blake, or she didn’t care. My guess? She didn’t care.

      “See you later,” she waved brightly and walked away. I couldn’t help but hope she would trip and crash headfirst into the drinking fountain on her way down the hall.

      I turned and faced Professor Blake. This really was my worst nightmare. To my horror, things got worse. Professor Blake motioned for me to sit down at a desk. When I did, he moved to the door and shut it so we were alone inside. Sure, there was a whole hallway of students just a few feet away – but I felt extremely secluded.

      “I thought you liked my paper?” I was nervous, but I was fighting to regain some modicum of control so he wouldn’t see the fear.

      “I don’t really want to talk to you about your paper,” Professor Blake admitted. “I did find it amusing, though. I would have given you a higher grade, but your punctuation is atrocious.”

      “Well, then what do you want to talk about?”

      Professor Blake was contemplative for a second. He seemed to be having an inner fight with himself. He sat down on the edge of his desk and regarded me.

      “I saw you outside the library last night.”

      “So?” If he was going to try and have me brought up on some sort of charges for kneeing that idiot I was about to get incensed.

      “I was impressed.”

      Well, I wasn’t expecting that.

      “Not many people would put themselves in harm’s way to save a girl they don’t know.”

      “That’s more of a commentary on the apathy of our society than me isn’t it?” I don’t know what I was expecting, but the turn this conversation was taking was even more uncomfortable than I initially predicted.

      “Yes, it is,” Professor Blake agreed. “Still, you showed great courage in what you did.”

      “I didn’t really think about it. I just reacted.”

      “Yes, but most people would have reacted by running in the other direction. You ran into danger.”

      “I didn’t really consider him that dangerous.”

      Professor Blake looked surprised. “Why is that?”

      “He’s just another mealy-mouthed and pouty virgin. He thinks he’s owed something by society. I’ve found the easiest bullies to bring down are those that get off on hurting women.”

      “You’ve faced a situation like this before?”

      I hedged. I wasn’t sure how to answer that. “I don’t know what you mean?”

      “You’ve intervened when a man was beating up a woman before?”

      “Just my aunt. She was getting beat up by her husband.”

      “You mean, your uncle?”

      “Not by blood. No. Plus, this was her second husband and she’s on her third now. He wasn’t around all that long. And, trust me, no one misses him.”

      Professor Blake smiled a little at my answer.

      “Zoe, I’m curious, what do you think about the essay I assigned?”

      “I think it was retarded.” No reason to lie at this point. He seemed to want to hear the truth.

      “And why is that?”

      “This is journalism. We’re dealing with facts here. We shouldn’t be focusing on lame vampire fiction. I can do that in my English literature class.”

      “I see,” Professor Blake seemed to be scrutinizing me a little more than I was comfortable with. “And what if it was true?”

      “What if what was true?”

      “All of it.”

      “All of what?”

      “Vampires. Werewolves. Ghosts. Witches.”

      Professor Blake said it with absolutely no guile. I couldn’t help but look around to see if I was being caught on some candid camera show.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for the camera.”

      “What camera?”

      “The one for whatever stupid reality show this has to be a set-up for.”

      “There’s no camera.”

      “So, you’re just randomly crazy?”

      Professor Blake didn’t seem offended by my disbelief. “Just because someone has different beliefs from you – that doesn’t mean they’re crazy.”

      “Believing in vampires does.”

      Professor Blake seemed to dismiss my statement with a wave of his hand. “No one believes at first.”

      “At first? You’ve told other people this? And you still have a job?”

      “Zoe, are you telling me you’ve never seen anything that defies explanation?”

      “Just Ashton Kutcher being paid millions of dollars to act,” I responded in my usual snarky way. I felt the conversation warranted it. “Oh, and Justin Bieber being considered a musician.”

      Professor Blake ignored my sarcasm. “Nothing else?”

      “Nope.” I was being flippant now. I was also trying to figure out the quickest way out of this classroom and away from this situation.

      “What about the Dog Man?”

      “The Dog Man? You mean the Bigfoot legend up at home?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, I’ve never seen Bigfoot.” Even as I said it I hesitated. The truth was, on my way to work at the local resort this past summer, I had seen something. It was 6 a.m. and I was supposed to have opened the golf course deli fifteen minutes earlier, so I was in a hurry. I was also hung over and – truth be told – maybe still a little stoned from the night before. In an effort to shave time from my commute, I’d taken the back roads that no tourist could ever find, but residents of the area knew all too well. They were windy and dangerous roads – none of which were covered in concrete – but which also shaved ten minutes off my commute. As I rounded one of those curves I was forced to slam on the brakes. There was a large animal in the middle of the road -- and he was staring at my car. I thought at first it was a bear – but there was something off about the animal’s dimensions. This animal had a much more pronounced snout and – when it raised up on its hind legs – it was much thinner than any bear I had ever seen. And, I swear this is true, when the animal walked into the trees to disappear, it actually swaggered a little bit.

      Professor Blake must have seen my mind working. “So, you have seen Bigfoot?”

      “No, I’ve never seen Bigfoot,” I scoffed. “I saw a bear once.”

      “But, even now, you’re not sure it was actually a bear?”

      I didn’t know how to answer him – so I didn’t.

      “What if I told you that the area you grew up in was a stronghold? Not for Sasquatch, though, but for Lupins."

      “What are Lupins? I mean aside from the professor in Harry Potter?”

      My pop culture reference seemed to have initiated an involuntary tic in Professor Blake, because he winked and then scowled. “Lupins are werewolves.”

      See, I should have seen that coming. “You’re so full of shit. Werewolves?”

      “Why are you so dismissive of the possibility? All legends start somewhere.”

      “Every saga has a beginning,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just repeating the introduction to one of the Star Wars movies.”

      “Well, that seems helpful.”

      I glowered at Professor Blake. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I think you came here for a reason.”

      “And what reason is that?”

      “To join the fight.”

      “What fight?”

      “Against evil.”

      “You mean werewolves?” I just knew I was being punked.

      “Not just werewolves,” Professor Blake said gravely.

      “Oh, vampires and ghosts, too.”

      “And witches.”

      “And witches,” I nodded enthusiastically. “And elves and fairies and trolls and gnomes. It’s just like Charmed.”

      Professor Blake frowned at my mock enthusiasm.

      “This is not a joke. Covenant College is at the center of a war – a war that has been waging for centuries.”

      “Between werewolves and vampires?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like Underworld?”

      “Not everything is a movie.”

      “Right.”

      Professor Blake took a step toward me. In my panic to get away, I knocked the desk over as I stood and moved a step back.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he admonished.

      “Good to know.”

      “I’m trying to recruit you.”

      “For what?”

      “There are some of us – a very few – that have formed a group to fight these monsters that are taking over our society.”

      “Really? That’s great.” I was now convinced this guy was off his rocker. “So, you’re trying to form a group to fight the evil. Like Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

      Professor Blake looked like he was about to lose his cool.

      “It’s not like Buffy the Vampire Slayer. This is serious. I’m serious. There are real evils out there.”

      I’d had enough.

      “I’m sure there are but, here’s the thing, I’m not interested in fighting evil. I’m not even interested in acknowledging evil. I just want to get a degree, go to a few parties and maybe smoke a few joints here or there.”

      I moved across the room with a purpose now. I wasn’t going to let him scare me into staying.

      “Quite frankly, Professor Blake, I’m not interested in joining your freaky little Dungeons and Dragons group.”

      “You’re saying no?” Professor Blake looked incredulous.

      “Yes, Professor Blake, I’m saying no. The Avengers will just have to get along without me.” Then, with as much dignity as I could muster, I threw open the door dramatically and stomped out. Professor Blake wisely opted not to follow me.
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      I wanted to discuss what had happened with Paris when I returned to the dorm room, but I decided to let it go. I figured Professor Blake was just a nut and I should pretend the whole conversation had never happened.

      When I entered the room, though, it was absolute pandemonium.

      Brittany and Tara were both standing toe-to-toe with Paris, and it was obvious they were in the middle of something. I had heard yelling when I was walking down the hall. I just didn’t realize it was coming from my room.

      “What’s going on?” I was fully prepared to back Paris – whatever the argument was about.

      “We were just discussing some things,” Tara said bitterly.

      “What things?”

      “The problems we’re having in this room,” she said.

      “And those would be?”

      “You two,” Brittany piped in.

      “Us?”

      “Yes, you two and how you act like you’re so much better than us.”

      “When do we do that?”

      “Every day.”

      “You want to be more specific?” I took the opportunity to look Paris up and down. She was standing in front of Brittany and her fists were clenched at her sides. This wouldn’t end well if I didn’t defuse it quickly.

      “You make fun of me for being a virgin.”

      “No one makes fun of you.” Well, at least not to her face.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Fine,” I blew out a sigh. “You’re a virgin. It’s hilarious. Let’s call CBS and see if they need a new sitcom.”

      “Making fun of me because I’m a virgin is wrong. It’s a form of bullying.”

      Oh, good grief. I was in this now. “Really? And you don’t sit around and call Paris and I sluts because we’re not virgins?”

      “Of course not!” I’d noticed Brittany pause before she answered, though.

      “Really? Be honest.”

      “I don’t think you’re sluts,” she said. “I think you’ve made a mistake and maybe you want to rethink your take on life.”

      “And I think you’re uptight and maybe you ought to rethink yours.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that one good orgasm might knock that stick right out of there.”

      Paris smirked.

      “See!” Brittany was practically screeching now. “You think you’re better than me because you’ve had sex!”

      “I’m a narcissist. I think I’m better than everyone.” Suddenly I was tired. I was tired of this whole thing.

      Brittany apparently didn’t know what to say to my admission, so she ignored it. “I think we need to come up with some ground rules.”

      “Really? And what would those be?”

      “You and Paris have to stop bullying me.”

      “Fine.”

      “What?” Paris was incensed with me now.

      “I said fine. We’ll stop bullying her about being a virgin – when she stops whining about every little thing we say or do.”

      “I don’t whine.”

      “You totally whine.”

      “I do not! Tara do I whine?”

      Tara had found something interesting to focus on behind Paris and I. She didn’t appear to want to answer Brittany’s question.

      “I’m done with this conversation,” I announced. “I’m going to the library.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Paris said.

      I grabbed my book bag and regarded the room for a moment. “I’ll meet you out by the front door.”

      Paris nodded and disappeared into the bedroom to gather her stuff. I turned on my heel and left the room without saying another word. Whoever said your college roommates would be your best friends for life was a filthy liar.

      Once outside the building, I took a couple of deep breaths to calm myself. I was still keyed up – but I didn’t feel like hitting something anymore.

      I looked around and realized that the front of the building was completely deserted. This didn’t actually surprise me. The five towers of the dorm each had a separate exit. The exit I’d chosen to go out of was on the far side of the building – the one away from campus. There was really no reason for anyone to be out here.

      I figured Paris wouldn’t look for me outside this door. After a few minutes of quiet, I turned to go back into the building. I figured I’d have to go to the door we usually went out for her to find me.

      When I started moving back toward the building, I noticed some furtive movement out of the corner of my eye.

      I swiveled quickly to see what it was. All I saw was a grouping of bushes. I narrowed my eyes as I inspected them. Even though I couldn’t see anything – I swear I could feel something watching me.

      I was still for a full minute and … nothing. I had just convinced myself that I was seeing things when I saw the bushes move – and not like a breeze was blowing them. I froze again – this time in fear. I could feel imminent danger – and yet I couldn’t seem to move.

      My eyes were glued on the grouping of bushes for what seemed like an eternity. My muscles were locked and I was mentally ready to run – if I could just unlock my muscles.

      Then, it happened. A shadow slowly detached from the bushes. A shadow the size of a mid-sized man. A shadow that was furtively heading in my direction.

      I wanted to scream – but no sounds would come out.

      I wanted to run – but I was devoid of the ability to move.

      I wanted to wake up – but I was suddenly sure this wasn’t a dream.

      The shadow made a hissing noise as it stepped closer. There were no lights in my general vicinity – but the moon was bright and I could see some pale skin under a mess of black hair. For a second, Professor Blake’s odd conversation popped in my head. Then I realized – this was all some hoax on his part.

      Suddenly I could move. And boy, was I pissed.

      “You had me for a second,” I laughed bitterly.

      The shadow kept coming toward me.

      “Tell Professor Blake his little ploy isn’t going to work. I’m not going to play his game.”

      Still nothing. The shadow was getting closer.

      At the last second, still believing it was a prank, I lifted my bag and swung hard. The figure seemed surprised by my movements and staggered to the side.

      That’s when I caught a glimpse of what looked like some overly white -- and overly long -- teeth poking out from the guy’s mouth.

      “This isn’t funny.”

      The truth is, despite myself, a little nagging part of me believed that this all could be real. I wasn’t ready to give into that little part – yet.

      The shadow took advantage of my indecision and jumped me. He moved so fast I didn’t have a chance to react.

      I hit the ground hard – my breath momentarily knocked out of me.

      I didn’t lose my wits, though. I brought my knee up from my prone position – trying desperately to hit that one spot on every guy that incapacitates him. I missed.

      The shadow was incredibly strong and he pinned me to the ground with relative ease. I kept trying to buck and kick to give myself some leverage – any kind of leverage. I was getting nowhere, though.

      Face-to-face, I could see that the shadow was incredibly pale and those teeth – which I hoped I had imagined – were not only real but also terrifying.

      The shadow had made very little noise up until this point. Then I heard him make a sort of slurping sound. Well that was just disgusting.

      Without even thinking, I felt my fingers brush upon something on my right side. It was a large rock. Without even stopping to think what I was doing, I brought the rock up instinctively and bashed the shadow in the head.

      The shadow made another sound – this time a groan of pain – and I took advantage of the situation to shift his weight off me and slip out from under him.

      I regained my footing relatively quickly – but my wits were still scattered.

      I realized I was in a life or death situation here – and yet I was still hoping there was some sort of rational explanation for what was going on.

      The shadow had regained itself and was coming toward me again.

      I glanced around, looking for anything I could use as a weapon. My gaze settled on a rake that was propped up against the building. It was my only hope.

      I scampered toward the rake – even though I could feel the shadow getting closer to me. When my fingers closed around the tool, I didn’t stop to think. I didn’t tell myself that I could kill my attacker. I just swung. I swung hard.

      There was a sickening crack when the rake hit home. I thought for sure the sound I heard was his skull cracking open.

      When I turned, though, I realized the sound I’d actually heard was the handle of the rake breaking off. All I was left with was two feet of wood and nothing on the end to protect myself with.

      I grabbed the handle and started wielding it like a knife. I knew there was only one thing left to do. As the shadow advanced on me I plunged the handle down into my attacker’s chest.

      I was shocked with the ease in which it entered his body.

      We both froze.

      The shadow met my gaze for just a second and then … poof. He was gone.

      I don’t mean he disappeared in thin air. I mean he disintegrated in a pile of ash that fell at my feet.

      I was stunned. I’d just killed someone. And, yet, I’d left no body.

      The world was swimming in front of my eyes and I sat down hard on the pavement. That’s where Paris found me five minutes later. I think I was still in shock.

      “What happened?” She looked panicked.

      “He lied,” I mumbled.

      “Who did?”

      “It was totally like Buffy.”
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      It took Paris a full twenty minutes – and a Slurpee -- to get me to focus on her.

      “What happened?”

      Here was the conundrum: How could I possibly explain what happened without Paris thinking I was crazy.

      “It was nothing. I just thought I saw something.”

      “What did you see?” Paris narrowed her eyes shrewdly.

      “I thought it was … I don’t know what I thought it was. It turned out to be nothing.”

      I could tell Paris didn’t believe me – but for some reason she opted not to push me on the subject. We didn’t end up going to the library – and instead returned back to our room and went to bed.

      The next day, I got up early. My dreams had been troubled and, quite frankly, I was blaming Professor Blake.

      I didn’t even bother going to breakfast. All I could think about was getting to Blake – even if it meant doing it on an empty stomach.

      I checked his classroom first – but there was another class going on. I mentally smacked myself for not realizing that it wasn’t actually his classroom. He just borrowed it from time-to-time.

      I went to the front of the building and found the directory listing. Professor Blake’s office was on the second floor. I was so amped up on adrenaline I took the steps two at a time. He had a lot of explaining to do.

      The office hallways were completely different from the classroom hallways. Instead of bland cement floors and walls, the office area was filled with warm chocolate walls and shiny hardwood floors. I wasn’t in the mood to admire the décor, though.

      I made my way down the hall until I found a placard identifying Professor Blake’s office. The door was closed – and I paused for a second. My upbringing told me that when you come across a closed door you knock. The dead guy going to ash the night before told me the exact opposite.

      I took a deep breath and threw open the door with such force it ricocheted back and hit the wall behind it with a resounding thunk. Professor Blake looked up in surprise. Luckily he was alone.

      “Just what the hell did you do last night?”

      For his part, Professor Blake didn’t let his surprise at my dramatic entrance drag him away from the papers he was grading. The words pretentious and douche were running through my head.

      Professor Blake raised his eyebrows at me briefly, but he didn’t speak. That was infuriating.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “My office hours aren’t for another hour. Come back then.”

      “And people say you have no sense of humor.”

      “Who says that?”

      No one had actually said that – but I had thought it a multitude of times. I decided to ignore his question.

      “Did you send one of your little friends to take me out last night?” Might as well just go for broke.

      Professor Blake looked surprised. He got to his feet and moved toward me. For a second, I thought he was going to try and finish the job. Instead, he moved past me and closed the door. He stopped momentarily as he was walking back toward his desk.

      “Define little friend,” he said, as he sat back in his seat.

      A bevy of nasty insults flooded my brain when he mentioned his little friend, but I figured calling his manhood into question probably wasn’t the best way to get the answers I was looking for.

      “Umm, let’s see, dark greasy hair, black clothes, oh, and murderous intent.” Sarcasm seemed like such a better way to go.

      “If I’m understanding you correctly, you were attacked?” Professor Blake’s nonchalance was beyond infuriating.

      “Isn’t that what I just said?”

      “No, not really.”

      I had a split-second fantasy of strangling him. Instead, I took a deep breath to calm myself.

      Blake motioned to the seats in front of his desk. “Why don’t you sit down and start from the beginning.”

      Instead I threw myself into one of the chairs with a dramatic sigh and then launched into the story from last night. When I got to the part about staking the man and him turning into ash, Professor Blake looked surprised.

      “You took him out? Alone? I’m impressed.”

      “It was a survival instinct. It’s not like I had any technique or anything,” I muttered bitterly.

      “Your instincts are your greatest asset.”

      “I thought that was my mind.”

      Despite himself, Professor Blake chuckled. “Your mind could be an asset. The way you use it, though, it’s definitely a deficit.”

      I was pretty sure I had been insulted. I decided to let it slide. “You’re saying you didn’t send him?”

      “I fight against vampires. I don’t use them as weapons.”

      “Vampires? We’re back to this again?”

      “After last night, you still doubt what I told you?”

      He had a point.

      “It’s just so … ridiculous.”

      “That’s what I thought, too.”

      “And now?”

      “Now? Now I’ve expanded my horizons.”

      He made it sound so easy.

      Professor Blake regarded me with his pale blue eyes for a second. “Are you ready to expand yours?”

      Oh, good grief.

      “Just so you know, this doesn’t mean I’m ready to join your cause. I’m just ready to learn more,” I cautioned him.

      “I guess that is a start.”

      Professor Blake ushered me out of his office.

      “Where are we going?” I was hoping he wasn’t some sort of a pervert.

      “The athletics building.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can broaden your horizons.”

      The athletics building was on the other side of campus and Blake offered to drive, but I opted to walk instead.

      “Still don’t trust me, I see.”

      “You could be some weird pervert.”

      “I guess that’s smart, from your perspective.”

      As we walked to the athletics building, Professor Blake kept asking me questions about the attack the night before.

      “Is there any way that the vampire could have known you would be out there alone?”

      “I don’t see how. That wasn’t even the door I meant to go out. We were going to the library. I just needed some air.”

      “You’re saying it was coincidence?”

      “I don’t know what else it could be.”

      “I have trouble believing in coincidences.”

      “I have trouble believing in vampires. So I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree.”

      “For now.”

      I glanced over at Professor Blake. He seemed lost in thought.

      We made the rest of the trek to the athletics building in relative silence. I found there wasn’t a lot to say.

      When we got there, Professor Blake led me through the building to a locked door. He pulled a card out of his wallet and swiped it through the security panel. He opened the door and waited for me to enter ahead of him.

      I took a deep breath and stepped through the doors. I had a weird feeling – just for a moment – that nothing was ever going to be the same again.
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      I don’t know what I was expecting on the other side of the doors – but everything looked ridiculously normal.

      White halls. Cement walls. Bright lights.

      “This is it?”

      Professor Blake must have noticed the incredulous tone of my voice. “What were you expecting?”

      “I don’t know. Hogwarts?”

      Professor Blake grimaced. “You need to stop basing all of your life decisions on television.”

      “I don’t. I read books and watch movies, too.”

      “You’re very sarcastic.”

      “It’s my super power.”

      “Flippant, too.”

      “I’m multi-talented.”

      “And massively irritating.”

      “If you think you’re the first person to tell me that, you would be mistaken.”

      “You always have to have the last word don’t you?”

      “Look who’s talking?”

      Professor Blake grunted in displeasure.

      I followed him down the winding halls until he reached the room he was obviously looking for. When we entered, I was surprised to see that it was filled with books.

      “What is this?”

      “The history of the supernatural. It’s our research area.”

      I walked over to the book shelves – which were arranged around a rectangular reading table in the center of the room – and perused the titles.

      “Someone actually writes non-fiction vampire books?”

      “Through the years. Yes.”

      “How?”

      “For many years, there were people that merely watched the supernatural and didn’t do anything to try and stop them.”

      “Like in the Highlander television series? You’re Joe Dawson?”

      Professor Blake openly glared at me at this point. He was so easy. “I never watched the Highlander television series.”

      “You should. Totally cool. Except the final season. That was crap.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “I have it on DVD if you want to borrow it.”

      I didn’t turn to look at Professor Blake, but something told me he wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of watching Highlander DVDs.

      “Why did you bring me here? I’m not exactly in the mood to read.”

      “I figured I would show you everything. It’s always smart to start with the practical.”

      “Well, I’m practically unimpressed. This doesn’t prove anything – no matter how old some of these books are.”

      “Then let’s move on,” Blake responded crisply. I could tell I was on his last nerve.

      I silently followed him out of the room. “Where to next?” I asked brightly.

      Professor Blake led me to the staircase and headed down. When we got to the basement level, things looked more like I suspected. It was dark, dreary and cavernous.

      “See, now this is more like what I suspected.”

      “Glad I didn’t disappoint you.”

      We made our way through the hallway, passing by a couple of rooms before Blake stopped in front of a heavily ornate door.

      “What’s this? The potions lab?”

      “Let the Harry Potter stuff go.”

      “How do you know I was talking about Harry Potter? I could have been referencing something else.”

      “Are you purposely trying to bait me?” Professor Blake snapped back.

      “Sometimes.”

      “It’s working.”

      “Good.”

      Professor Blake opened the door and ushered me in. I was surprised by what I found. The room was big. Huge, in fact. There were shelves placed around the room that held a variety of different weapons. And, when I say weapons, we’re not talking handguns. Instead I saw a multitude of knives, swords and even a couple different hammer-like objects. The center of the room had gymnastics mats spread out.

      “This is the training room.”

      “Training for what? The Renaissance Festival?”

      “Combat.”

      “Combat with who?”

      “Supernaturals.”

      “Vampires?”

      “And werewolves.”

      “Right. Werewolves.” My voice was laced with sarcasm. I knew I should probably try to refrain from antagonizing Professor Blake too much – and yet my natural instincts were to continue pushing him.

      “I don’t understand why this is so hard for you,” Professor Blake seemed perplexed.

      “You don’t understand why it is so hard for me to idly chat about fighting vampires and werewolves?”

      “You come from an area that is infested with werewolves. They even wrote a song about it.”

      “That song is about Bigfoot.”

      “No, that song is about dog men.”

      “So, you’re saying that werewolves exist and Bigfoot doesn’t?”

      Professor Blake seemed genuinely surprised by the question. “That’s actually a good point.”

      “Wait, so Bigfoot is real?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      I thought about his answer for a second. After what I’d seen the night before, I guess I could believe that.

      “So, someone here actually trains people to fight vampires?”

      “We have a lot of trainers. You must keep in mind, it’s not just vampires. There are different ways to kill different supernatural species.”

      “Like what?”

      “Obviously you’ve figured out a stake to the heart kills a vampire. But there are other ways.”

      “Like what?”

      “I couldn’t possibly go into all the different ways. We have classes to teach this.”

      “Classes?”

      “Yes. Classes.”

      “Great. More classes. Sounds like tons of fun.”

      “There’s one more thing I want you to see.”

      I followed Blake out of the room and down the dark hall again. We didn’t have far to go. Two doors down Blake knocked and then opened the door. I was surprised by what I saw inside. There were twenty different students sitting at desks and watching a woman as she lectured from the front of the room.

      “Professor Blake,” the woman greeted him with a flirtatious smile.

      I took in the woman for a second. She looked young. Mid-twenties, at the most. She had long auburn hair that was swept up into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. She also had a round and appealing face that broke into a wide smile when she saw Professor Blake.

      “Hello, Professor Worth. I just wanted to bring a new candidate by to see what we do.”

      I didn’t recognize any of the students in the class – who were mostly boys – but they all sat up straighter as they regarded me. None of them seemed impressed.

      “This must be Zoe Lake,” Professor Worth said by way of greeting. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “You have?”

      Professor Worth looked surprised by my question. “Of course … .” She looked conflicted. “You have a great pedigree.”

      “I’m sorry, what does that mean?”

      Professor Blake shook his head at Professor Worth and then turned to me. “I think she has you confused with someone else.”

      “She knew my name.”

      Professor Blake glared at Professor Worth for a second. “We have several candidates. She just must have confused your name with someone else’s information.”

      “You’re lying.”

      The rest of the students gasped in surprise. I guess they weren’t used to anyone questioning Professor Blake.

      “I’m not lying.”

      “You’re not even very good at it. For someone leading a covert group of monster hunters, you’d think you’d be better at lying.”

      “Can we take this outside?”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “I’m done. I’m not listening to any more of your crap. This is a weird place. You’re a weird guy. This is all just … ridiculous.”

      I swung around and stormed out of the room. The minute I left I could hear the students murmuring amongst themselves.

      I moved quickly down the hall. I could hear Professor Blake saying something to my back as I left, but I ignored him.

      I made my way out of the building, exiting the athletics center from the first door I could find. I was surprised when I left. It was dark. I’d spent the entire day with Professor Blake and his lies.

      My stomach rumbled. I’d also spent the entire day without eating anything.

      I started toward the dorms – the whole time internally lambasting myself for falling for Professor Blake and his lies. There was definitely something going on at Covenant College, but I wasn’t going to ally myself with a bunch of liars to figure out what that was. Professor Worth’s comments about my pedigree were also frustrating. What did she mean by that?

      I was so engrossed in my own thoughts I didn’t notice a shadowy figure appear on the sidewalk in front of me. I slammed into him.

      The figure grabbed my shoulders to keep me from falling backwards.

      “Sorry,” I sputtered.

      “No problem.”

      I recognized the voice.

      “Rafael?”

      “Zoe.”

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “Walking back to the dorms.”

      “Where are you coming from?”

      “The athletics center.” I didn’t see any reason to lie.

      “What were you doing there?” Rafael’s eyes had narrowed as he waited for my answer.

      “Working out.”

      Rafael regarded me for a moment, taking in my jeans and hoodie, and then shook his head slightly. “You worked out in that?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Just curious.”

      He was lying. For a second, I wondered if he knew what was really going on at the activities center. Then another thought crossed my mind. His cold skin. The fact that I’d only seen him after dark.

      “Oh crap. You’re a vampire!”

      Rafael looked surprised – but only for a second.

      “That’s a weird thing to say.”

      “You’re not denying it.”

      “You think I look like a vampire?”

      “Well, you’re not sparkling or anything.”

      Rafael didn’t respond.

      “How are you so tan if you’re a vampire?”

      “I’m from Spain. It was summer when I was turned.” He wasn’t trying to hide anything now.

      “When was that?”

      “A while ago.”

      “Vague much?”

      “I don’t know you.”

      “So, if you knew me you would tell me?”

      “Depends,” he smiled. God his dimples were cute. “If I decide you’re trustworthy.”

      “Why aren’t you trying to eat me?”

      Rafael looked surprised. “I’m not hungry.” I think he thought I was joking.

      “So you’re not mindless eating machines?”

      “That would be Great White sharks – not vampires.”

      I furrowed my brow in surprise. “Great White sharks?”

      “I like Shark Week. You can learn a lot.”

      Crap. I liked Shark Week, too.

      “The vampire I met last night tried to eat me.”

      Rafael looked surprised by this. His arm shot out and he grabbed my wrist harshly. “What happened?”

      “Ow,” I tried to pull my arm away from him.

      “What happened?” I felt like his gaze was trying to bore through me.

      “What is your deal?”

      Rafael looked surprised. He let go of my wrist reluctantly. This time, when he asked the question, his voice had softened. “What happened?”

      I told him an abbreviated version of the story, my gaze never leaving his face.

      A miasma of emotions seemed to pass over Rafael’s face as I told my tale, but he never interrupted me. When I was done he finally spoke. “You need to be careful.”

      “What?”

      “You’re getting a lot of attention on campus.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Don’t you?”

      The comment about my pedigree flooded through my mind for a second, but I decided not to tell Rafael about that. He was a vampire, after all. “I’m just a girl.”

      “You’re more than just a girl.”

      “What am I then?”

      “I don’t know. You just need to be careful.”

      Rafael walked me back to the dorms. No matter how many questions I asked him, though, he refused to answer any more of them. He didn’t even say goodbye when he dropped me off at the front door.

      As I watched him leave, though, I noticed that he was prowling around the parking lot like he was hunting. I wondered if he was looking for dinner – or more rogue vampires. I could only hope it was the vampires.
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      The next morning I woke up with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. What was supposed to be a simple, fun and exciting time in my life had turned into a huge clusterfuck.

      I went to breakfast with Paris – but I wasn’t exactly chatty. My mood was dark and dour. She noticed.

      “Where were you all day yesterday?”

      “Classes.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      I wanted to tell Paris everything that had happened, but I didn’t even know where to start. Plus, there was always the concern that she wouldn’t believe me.

      “What are you doing today?”

      I sucked down some pop. I had a feeling I would need the caffeine.

      “Just classes.”

      “You want to meet at the UC for coffee afterwards?”

      “Sure.”

      That would at least give me more time to think about what I should say to Paris – and how.

      We walked to class together in a comfortable silence. I could tell Paris wanted to grill me, but she was oddly silent. Finally, she said something.

      “You weren’t raped or anything were you?”

      The question stunned me. “What?”

      “You’ve been weird since I found you in the parking lot last night. I’m worried that something happened to you.”

      Something had definitely happened to me -- just not that. “No, I wasn’t raped.”

      “Have you talked to Will?”

      “No. Have you talked to Mike?”

      “No.”

      “Are you still going to?”

      “Yeah. I just don’t know what to say.”

      “Just be honest.” Look at me giving advice, when my own life was falling apart around me.

      “Are you still going to talk to Will?”

      “I don’t know.” I was being honest. Everything had changed over the course of the past two days. I didn’t know if I could take anything else in my world shifting.

      We separated when we got to the building. I went to my first class of the day and essentially zoned out through the entire thing. I tried to listen during my astronomy class with Paris – but I didn’t have a lot of luck there, either. My next class was Journalism 101 with Professor Blake. I definitely wasn’t looking forward to that.

      I plodded down the hallway, dragging the trip to the classroom out as long as possible. I’m not one of those people that rips the Band-Aid off. I feel the need to prod and cajole it for a while. When I entered, Matilda waved excitedly when she saw me. “How are things?”

      “Fine.” I really wasn’t in the mood for her particular brand of enthusiasm today.

      “Have you seen … ?”

      I cut her off. I couldn’t listen to her Rick No. 1 infatuation any longer. “No. I haven’t seen Rick in the past two days.”

      “Not at all?” She seemed concerned.

      “I’ve been busy.”

      The class went silent as Professor Blake entered the room. I saw him check my usual seat to make sure I was there, but then he ignored me for the rest of class. He thankfully stayed away from any paranormal assignments as well.

      After class, I found myself lingering and I couldn’t explain why.

      Professor Blake noticed as well. “Do you need something?”

      I looked around. The rest of the classroom was empty. Even Matilda had left. I figured she had caught on to my irritated attitude (thank the Force for small favors) and wisely decided to avoid a tense walk back to the dorms with me.

      I opened my mouth to answer Professor Blake and then snapped it shut. I honestly didn’t know what to say.

      “Let’s go to my office.”

      I don’t know why I followed him, but I did. The walk to his office on the second floor was made in complete silence -- an uncomfortable silence at that. When we made it to his office, Professor Blake unlocked it and then held the door open for me. I walked in silently. He shut the door behind us.

      “I wasn’t sure I would see you in class today,” he admitted.

      “I’m here for an education. I’m not going to let anyone derail that. Not even you.”

      “I’m sorry about how things went yesterday.”

      “What, exactly, are you sorry about? That you purposely took me into that place to make me uncomfortable or that you’re keeping something from me?”

      Professor Blake sighed. “You just have to be combative, don’t you? I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “See! That’s what I’m talking about. You have to be cryptic and talk down to me like I’m twelve.”

      “I’m not talking down to you. You must understand, though, that you’re young. You’re new to this. There is so much you don’t know.” Professor Blake gazed out his office window before continuing. “Why are you here? I thought you were done with us.”

      “Maybe I want to know more.”

      “Did something happen last night?”

      I thought about telling him about Rafael, but something deep inside me told me that wasn’t the smart way to go. “No. I made it home fine.”

      “Then why, all of a sudden, do you want to know more?”

      “Two nights ago I was attacked in the parking lot. I killed a man.”

      “You killed a vampire.”

      “I killed a man and he turned to ash. I want to know why that happened.”

      “I don’t know why that happened.”

      “Why does everyone on this campus seem to think they know something about me?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Do not lie to me,” I seethed. “You’re bad at it and I’m sick of your shit.”

      Professor Blake sighed. “People think you already know about the supernatural because of where you come from.”

      “This Dog Man thing again?”

      “It’s hard to believe you grew up in that small town – a town filled with werewolves – and you don’t know anything.”

      “How do you know it’s full of werewolves?”

      “I’ve been there.”

      “When?”

      “Several times.”

      “When was the last time?”

      “Last November.”

      I wracked my brain, but I couldn’t think of anything that stood out from last November. “Why were you there last November?”

      “What do you remember about last November?”

      “Homecoming.”

      Professor Blake snorted derisively. “What else?”

      I thought for a moment. “Not much. It snowed early. We got to go skiing on the first day of deer season.”

      “They cancelled school?”

      “No. We always get the first day of deer season off. The boys go hunting. The girls go shopping usually. But since we got snow a bunch of us went skiing instead.”

      “What else?”

      “What do you mean? There was nothing else.”

      “There was something.”

      I thought some more. “One of my classmates died in a hunting accident,” I finally said. “Conner Dalton. He was out hunting with a bunch of friends and he accidentally got shot.”

      Professor Blake nodded slowly.

      “That’s what you were talking about?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you saying Conner wasn’t killed in a hunting accident?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “So what killed him?”

      “A werewolf.”

      I was silent for a moment. My heart was racing, though. “How do you know that?”

      “The signs were unmistakable. He was mauled by an animal -- a big animal. You don’t have bears. So what else could it have been?”

      “Why were you there?”

      “To handle the situation.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I had to make sure that Conner stayed dead.”

      “What do you mean?” I felt like I was swimming in quicksand sometimes when I was talking to Professor Blake.”

      “A human can get turned into a werewolf from an attack.”

      “And, was Conner?”

      “No. The attack was too bad. Conner was dead.”

      “So you were just there for a day and left?”

      “No. I was there for three days.”

      “Why three days?”

      Professor Blake sighed. “This is the type of thing you would learn in class. But I’m going to answer it for you. Essentially, werewolves are active for three days a month. Not one.”

      “What three days?”

      “The day before the full moon, the day of the full moon and the day after the full moon.”

      “See! That is just like Buffy,” I exclaimed.

      “You need to stop doing that,” Blake admonished.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “So why were you there three days?”

      “I was hunting.” Blake’s response was simple.

      “You were hunting the werewolf?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you find it?”

      “No.”

      “Would you have killed it if you found it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even though a werewolf is still human?”

      “It’s still a monster that kills.”

      “Do all of them kill?”

      “What do you mean?” Professor Blake looked confused.

      “Nothing,” I said a little too hastily.

      Professor Blake didn’t look like he believed me, but he let it go. “I think it’s important for you to at least give us a chance,” he finally said.

      I sighed resolutely. I knew I wouldn’t get the answers I was looking for unless I at least pretended to be a part of Blake’s cause.

      “I’ll go to a class,” I sighed. “Just one to start.”

      Professor Blake smiled at my acquiescence. “Good.”

      I got to my feet. “Just one class for now. I can’t promise anything.”

      “It’s a start.”

      “The start of what?”

      “Your future.”

      I couldn’t help but think that Professor Blake’s vision of my future was vastly different from my own.
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      When I left Professor Blake’s office, I made my way over to the UC to meet Paris for coffee. I looked around the cafeteria, but didn’t see her. I got my café mocha and sat down at an empty table to think. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the alone time I so desperately needed.

      “Did you stay after class to talk to Professor Blake?”

      I looked up to see Matilda sliding into the chair across from me. She had her own coffee. Great.

      “Yeah. I just wanted to ask him about the assignment,” I mumbled.

      “He is so cute.”

      “Hmm.” Why wouldn’t she just go away? Instead, she kept chatting aimlessly. I watched her tuck her curly brown hair behind her ear as she flirted with a group of guys at a table across the aisle. At least she could multi-task – irritate me, entice them. Two birds, one stone.

      “You don’t think he’s cute?”

      “He’s a professor. He’s not my type.”

      “He’s everybody’s type.”

      “Not mine.”

      “You have a boyfriend, right?”

      I wasn’t so sure I did anymore, but I didn’t want to start sharing with Matilda. I had a feeling if I started she would spread my personal business all over the dorms before the night was out. “Yes.”

      “He’s in Alpha Chi, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All those guys are so cute and so … just yummy.”

      “I haven’t really noticed,” I admitted.

      “How could you not?”

      “I guess I’m just more into my boyfriend than the others.” A brief flash of Aric pushed into my mind. I pushed it right back out.

      “That makes sense,” Matilda didn’t seem to notice my lack of interest in the conversation. “Is he hot?”

      “I wouldn’t be sleeping with him if I didn’t think he was hot.” That was the truth.

      Matilda giggled. “I bet he’s hot.”

      I chatted with Matilda for another twenty minutes before excusing myself. “I have to run to the book store.” I had given up waiting for Paris, and I desperately needed to get away from Matilda before I started screaming at her to shut up.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      Great. I got up from the table, tossed my empty coffee cup into the garbage and walked down the hallway to the bookstore. Matilda was babbling about something, but I was tuning her out. I could care less what Rick No. 1 smelled like.

      When we got to the bookstore, I separated quickly from Matilda. She was distracted by a group of guys by the magazine rack anyway. I could only hope I’d be able to get my supplies and exit without her rediscovering me.

      I wandered up and down the aisles for a few minutes until I found a stack of blue books. I needed them for my English classes. I was deciding how many to purchase when I felt a presence behind me. For a second, I thought that Matilda had found me again. The presence behind me was decidedly male, though. I swung around to smack into Aric’s broad chest. This was getting to be an everyday occurrence – not that I minded.

      “We need to stop running into each other like this,” I muttered.

      Aric chuckled throatily, almost like a growl. “I don’t mind.”

      “I bet.”

      Aric ran his hand through his dark black hair to push his bangs out of his face. He looked down at me appraisingly. “Buying blue books?”

      “Nothing gets past you.”

      “Are you always this … verbally aggressive?”

      “I’m aggressive physically, too.” Whoops. That came out wrong.

      Aric’s already dark eyes went even darker as he regarded me. “I’ll have to take your word for that. For now.”

      I didn’t know how to take the statement so I decided to ignore it. “What are you here for?”

      “Just to browse.”

      My eyes narrowed dangerously. “Are you following me?”

      “Why would I be following you?”

      There was no answer to the statement that wouldn’t make me seem full of myself, I realized. I might as well let him think I was full of myself, I figured. “Maybe you think I’m hot.”

      “Maybe,” Aric agreed.

      “I keep running into you.”

      “Just lucky I guess.”

      I decided to change my approach. “You’re fraternity brothers with my boyfriend.”

      “Is that a question?”

      “Just an observation.”

      “Yes. I know Will.” I could see the hint of distaste that flashed over Aric’s face. It was gone as quickly as it was there, though.

      “You don’t like him?”

      “I don’t spend a lot of time with him.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t spend a lot of time with any of them.”

      “But you live at the frat house.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      That took me by surprise. “I saw you there.”

      “I said I didn’t live there. I didn’t say I never went there.”

      “You were there in the morning.”

      “Keeping tabs on me?” Aric couldn’t hide his smile – or his dimples. What is it with weird guys and to die for dimples anyway?

      “If you don’t live there, why were you there so early in the morning?”

      “I had to pick up a book I left there the night before.” Aric didn’t stumble across the answer, but I still knew it was a lie.

      “You should be more organized.”

      Aric smirked. “Are you organized?”

      “We weren’t talking about me.”

      “What were we talking about?” I felt my skin sort of hum as Aric leaned in slightly. “Let’s talk some more about you?”

      “Let’s talk about you,” I tried to shift so I wasn’t so close to Aric. He wasn’t exactly making that possible.

      “What do you want to talk about me for? I’m boring.”

      No one that looked like him could be boring, I thought. As if he was reading my mind, Aric smiled warmly.

      “Why don’t you like Will?” I was trying to catch Aric off guard.

      “I just don’t have a lot in common with him.”

      “You’re fraternity brothers with him,” I pointed out.

      “That doesn’t really mean anything. Do you have things in common with your roommates?”

      “Yes.” Well, Paris at least.

      “Even that uptight little blonde one?”

      He had me there. “No, but I didn’t choose to live with her. I just got placed with her.”

      “Well, I didn’t choose Will either.”

      “What did he do to you?”

      “What makes you think he did anything to me?”

      “You have to dislike him for a reason.”

      “He’s cocky.”

      “And you’re not?”

      Aric smiled again. “Maybe. I can back it up, though.”

      I definitely didn’t want to go there. “You dislike him because he’s cocky?”

      Aric ignored the question. “How long have you been with him?”

      “On and off for four years.”

      Aric looked surprised. “You were with him last year?”

      I knew what Aric was thinking – and I was irritated. “We weren’t exclusive. When he went away to school we figured it would be easier to have an open relationship.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to defend Will to him.

      “You don’t strike me as an open relationship type of girl.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know more than you think.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Aric shrugged and finally backed up to let me get some air. I felt relief -- and a weird sense of loss at the same time. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “I don’t know you very well, you’re right,” Aric said. “I do know one thing, though.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You need to be careful.”

      “What do you mean? You’re the third person to tell me that in the past two days and I’m a little sick of hearing it.”

      Aric looked surprised. “Who else told you that? Will?”

      I hadn’t talked to Will in days, but I didn’t want to give Aric any information he could use over me. “No, not Will.”

      “Who then?”

      “No one.”

      Aric grimaced when he realized I wasn’t going to tell him what he wanted to know. “Just be careful.”

      Aric then turned his back with what looked like a clear purpose. I didn’t know what that purpose was, but all the men in my life – whether I wanted them to be in my life or not – were acting extremely weird lately -- and I was sick of it.
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      After leaving the UC, I headed back toward the dorms. I was a little irritated that Paris had stood me up – but I figured she had a good reason. It wasn’t like her to just forget me or maybe that was my ego talking.

      When I got to the room, Paris was sitting on the couch watching General Hospital.

      “Where were you?”

      Paris looked confused.

      “Coffee?”

      “Oh, God, I forgot. I’m sorry.” So much for being unforgettable.

      I didn’t have the energy to even feign indignant anger. “It’s fine.”

      I sat down on the couch and watched the rest of the soap with Paris. After that we decided to go to an early dinner.

      “I have a lot of homework to do tonight,” she explained.

      I didn’t, but I was hungry. We made our way down to the cafeteria. I was happy that it was potato bar night. It’s the little things that calm you sometimes. As a food lover, there was nothing that bacon and cheese couldn’t fix, especially when it was dumped on top of a hot baked potato.

      We sat with a few guys from our floor – including Rick No. 1. He greeted us warmly. We kept the conversation light. That was a good thing since my mind was so busy.

      “I’m thinking of joining Alpha Chi,” Rick No. 1 admitted.

      This took me by surprise. He didn’t strike me as a fraternity guy. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They just seem like a lot of fun.”

      I refrained from letting my true feelings be known. I didn’t know how he would take the fact that I was starting to think they might be a frat full of sociopaths and date rapists.

      After dinner, we returned to our room. Paris sat down and started writing a paper on her laptop. I turned the television on. I wasn’t really watching anything; I just wanted the noise.

      After about an hour, my cellphone rang. I looked at it and saw that it was Will. I debated not answering for a minute, but then I decided that probably wasn’t the way to go.

      “What’s up?”

      “What’s up with you?” I didn’t know if I expected Will to act differently, but he wasn’t.

      “Nothing. Just watching television.”

      “You have homework to do?”

      “No.”

      “You want to spend some quality time with the handsomest guy you know?”

      I smiled despite myself. “What kind of quality time?”

      “Just regular quality time.”

      I debated the thought internally. I just wasn’t ready to let him go yet, I realized. “Sure.”

      “Can you be ready in twenty minutes?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll pick you up downstairs.”

      I hung up the phone. Paris was watching me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Are you going to Will’s?”

      I averted her gaze. “Yeah.”

      “Have fun.”

      I was surprised by her response, but I pushed it out of my mind as I went into the bedroom to pack a bag.

      Brittany and Tara were returning to the room as I was leaving.

      “Where are you going?” Brittany seemed like she was in a good mood. I could only hope I would ruin it on my way out.

      “To Will’s.”

      Brittany frowned. “Why?”

      “I thought we would have some dirty sex.”

      Brittany stiffened at my flippancy. “Well, have a good night.”

      “I will.”

      Mission accomplished.

      When I went out to the parking lot, Will was waiting. I got in the car and was surprised when he greeted me with a warm kiss.

      “What was that for?”

      “Can’t I miss you?”

      “You missed me?” I smiled at him, feeling the first relief I’d felt all day.

      “I always miss you. Don’t you miss me?”

      “Of course,” I answered him automatically. The truth was, though, I wasn’t sure if I had missed him.

      Will did the majority of the talking over the five-minute ride to his house. If he noticed my silence, he didn’t say anything about it.

      When we got to his frat house, we both climbed out of the car. Will absentmindedly grabbed my bag. I was struck for a second by the fact that he had been part of my life for so long that I couldn’t imagine what it would be like if he wasn’t there anymore. I didn’t want to think about that, though. Not tonight at least.

      When we entered the fraternity house there was a large group of guys sitting in front of the television playing Call of Duty.

      “Do they ever do anything else?”

      Will shrugged. “Boys like toys.”

      I didn’t think that was a significant answer, but I didn’t feel like arguing so I let it go. Without realizing what I was doing, I scanned the room. I didn’t want to admit that I was looking for Aric, but I was. I felt a little disappointed when I didn’t see him. Then I mentally slapped myself for thinking that.

      “Hi, Zoe.”

      I wasn’t sure which one of the guys had greeted me, but I responded with a general hello to everyone in the room. None of them looked up, but everyone else uttered a variety of different greetings.

      “Who’s winning?”

      No one answered me. I saw a figure enter the far side of the room. Before focusing on him, I knew it was Aric. He had a certain presence. I looked up and met his gaze. He was frowning at Will.

      For his part, Will was studiously avoiding making eye contact with Aric. I decided to test Will.

      “Who is he?” I asked in a low voice, but for some reason I felt the room go suddenly silent. Had they heard me?

      “Just a fraternity brother,” Will brushed off my question. “Let’s go to my room.”

      I followed Will dubiously, casting one glance back at Aric. He wasn’t looking at me, though. He was glaring at Will’s back.

      Once in Will’s room, he popped in a movie and we lazed on the bed to watch it. It was a horror movie. One of the better ones I’d seen recently called Cabin Fever. The twists were pretty interesting. Plus, who doesn’t love a kid with a mullet?

      After the movie, Will was feeling amorous. Truthfully, I could use the release, too. I pushed any suspicions out of my mind. When we were done, Will drifted off to sleep. I wasn’t as lucky.

      Left alone with my thoughts, I couldn’t help but run the last few days through my mind.

      One would think that vampires being real would be my big worry. That wasn’t my primary concern, though. I was more worked up about the fact that everyone kept warning me to be careful – like there was something special about me.

      Finally, I drifted off. It was an uncomfortable sleep, though. And my dreams? They were filled with big teeth and rivers of blood. I woke with a start.

      It was still dark in the room – which meant it wasn’t morning yet. I laid still for a moment, trying to figure out what had woken me up.

      Then I heard something. I couldn’t identify it, though. It sounded almost like … animals.

      For a second, I thought I must still be dreaming. The noises continued, though.

      I looked over at Will. Only Will wasn’t there. His side of the bed was empty.

      I got to my feet slowly. I checked to make sure I was dressed. I had put my shorts and T-shirt back on, thankfully, and I opened the door. I waited and listened some more. The sounds continued. They were upstairs. It sounded like they were torturing a dog.

      I froze. I knew I shouldn’t investigate. Still, the thought of an animal being in pain infuriated me. I quietly ascended the stairs. I looked around, but there was no one milling about in the stairway -- below me or the room above me.

      As I climbed, another thought entered my mind. What if it wasn’t a dog? What if it was a girl?

      I sucked in my breath and entered the main living room on the other side of the stairwell.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. It certainly wasn’t what I found.
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      I crept close to the wall, plastering my hands flat against the hallway wall behind me. I could hear voices. Briefly I wondered how I could mistake human voices for animal noises, but I pushed on. That really wasn’t what was important right now.

      I slipped behind a door that was mostly closed, but still cracked open. I peered through the opening, taking care to keep myself hidden. What I saw left me flummoxed.

      There were about fifty fraternity brothers in the room – including Will and Aric – and they were all situated in a large circle. It looked like a ritual of some sort. I just hoped they weren’t doing some sort of human sacrifice.

      There was one guy standing in the center of the room. He seemed to be the leader.

      “We have to be careful,” he said. “We need to make sure that we don’t draw attention to ourselves.”

      “We are being careful,” I wasn’t sure who said that. It was someone in the crowd, though.

      “I don’t think you are. There are rumors.”

      “What rumors?”

      “There was some sort of scene outside the library the other day with one of the girls.”

      Now this was getting interesting. I couldn’t help but wonder if it had been the same scene I had not only witnessed – but also had gotten myself involved in.

      “What happened?” Another voice from the masses.

      “Some guy confronted his girlfriend about what she did here the other night.” The leader again. “And he did it in front of a bunch of people at the library. Then some other girl got involved to the point that it drew an even bigger crowd.”

      The leader swung around until he was facing Will at this point. Will lowered his gaze. “And it was your girlfriend, Will.”

      Uh-oh.

      Everyone in the room swiveled to look at Will, and I swear I heard a couple of growls.

      “You need to control her,” the leader continued.

      “What do you mean?” Will swallowed hard.

      “She is out of control.”

      “Just because she stepped in and stood up for a girl she was worried was going to get smacked around?”

      Well, at least Will was standing up for me.

      “It’s not just that and you know it,” the leader warned. I figured he must be the president of the fraternity or something.

      “What do you mean?” This time, I recognized the voice. It was Aric.

      “She’s going to be a problem,” the leader responded.

      “What kind of problem, Brett?” Aric again. He looked suddenly aggressive. I guess the leader’s name was Brett.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Aric. You know where she’s from. She could be a real problem.”

      “She’s just a girl,” Will said. “She doesn’t know anything about any of that.”

      “Can you be sure?”

      “I’ve known her for four years. I think she would have told me.”

      “Does she tell you everything?” Aric was regarding Will suspiciously.

      “She’s not known for keeping her mouth shut.” This was true.

      “What is she known for?” Brett asked the question, but all the guys in the room snickered as they waited for the answer.

      “She’s off limits,” Will warned. “She’s my girlfriend. She has been for four years. Those are the rules.”

      “Only if she’s not a threat,” Brett warned. “The pack takes precedence over your love life.”

      The pack?

      “I thought you guys had an open relationship?” Aric asked the question. If I could smack him right now, I would.

      Will’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Aric. Since Aric was a full eight inches taller than him, I had to give him credit for not cowering in fear.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you had an open relationship when you were up here and she was still in high school.” Aric was being super-aggressive right now and I couldn’t figure out why.

      For his part, Will wasn’t backing down. “How could you know that?”

      Don’t say it. Please don’t say it. I was mentally trying to broadcast my intentions to Aric. Of course, it didn’t work.

      “That’s what she told me yesterday.”

      “She told you?” Will not only looked angry, but hurt as well, by Aric’s admission.

      I noticed that the rest of the frat guys seemed content to watch the show. No one was trying to step between the two men who were puffing up like squabbling tom cats.

      “I ran into her at the UC.”

      “And she just volunteered that? That doesn’t sound like Zoe.” Will looked confused and angry. I felt a little guilty. “You met her and she just told you that after five minutes?”

      Aric smirked. “It wasn’t the first time we’ve met. In fact, I’ve run into her a couple of times.”

      I mentally cursed Aric and his killer dimples. I thought I’d swore under my breath, but when I looked back up every set of eyes in the room was turned in the direction of my hiding place. Well, shit.

      One of the fraternity brothers – I think his name was Craig – strode over and threw the door open, revealing me in my all my nighttime wonder. Bedhead and all.

      I tried to muster any courage I had – but given the situation I was in, I didn’t exactly think I could muster much righteous indignation.

      Craig grabbed my arm roughly and dragged me into the room – right in the center of the circle. I fought him angrily as the circle closed back around me. This wasn’t good.

      “Let me go!”

      “What are you doing?” Will seemed concerned.

      I tried to smooth my flyaway hair down. I noticed Aric’s smirk as he saw my actions. “I woke up and you weren’t there. I got concerned.”

      “Go back to bed,” Will whispered. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      I’m not someone that follows orders, but I figured that was the most prudent move at this point. I was woefully outnumbered. I started to move back toward the crowd – but Will’s fraternity brothers weren’t moving.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Brett answered.

      I swung around angrily. “And why is that?”

      “You were listening at the door.”

      “I wasn’t listening,” I lied.

      “Then why were you hiding behind the door?”

      “When I realized you guys were having a meeting I wanted to hide because I didn’t want anyone to see my bedhead.” That’s not entirely a lie. I drool on my hair in my sleep. It’s not pretty. I figured I’d rather embarrass myself than tell the truth.

      “Is that how you always look when you wake up?” Aric was looking me up and down.

      I glared at him out of the corner of my eye. “You have a problem with that?”

      “No. I love that you’re not wearing a bra.”

      Will stepped forward and grabbed my arm, drawing me to his side and away from Aric. It was a territorial move and it momentarily made me forget that all of the fraternity brothers were now staring at my nipples through my thin tank top.

      “What are you doing?” I seethed at Will.

      “Protecting you.”

      Yep. That was my breaking point.

      I dragged my arm away from Will angrily. “I don’t need protection.”

      “Honey, that is exactly what you need at this point.” Brett was looking smug.

      “Listen, Captain Obnoxious, I’m not afraid of you.” Sometimes my mouth works faster than my brain. I strode toward Brett and poked my index finger into the center of his chest. “I don’t care how important you think being in this frat makes you. And, quite frankly, all it makes you look is so desperate you have to buy friends.” Nothing could stop me now. “You need to grow up and realize the world doesn’t revolve around you. You’re not special. You’re just a guy that gets his self-worth because he’s in the hot frat.” I made air quotes around hot. I gesture a lot when I’m worked up. “You’re not special. You’re just pathetic.”

      This time I wasn’t mistaken, they were growling. What the hell?

      I turned back and looked at Will. I wasn’t feeling anything but disdain for him at the present moment. “I expected better from you.”

      Brett grabbed my arm roughly. “Maybe no one ever told you this – but women are to be seen and not heard in my house,” he threatened.

      “Then I’ll just leave.”

      I tried to pull my arm away from Brett but he wasn’t letting go. If anything, he was tightening his grip.

      “Let me go!”

      “No.”

      “Is this how you get your kicks? You threaten women into submission? And, when that doesn’t work, you drug them and gang bang them?” I’d definitely gone too far. Brett was practically cutting off circulation at this point.

      “We don’t drug people,” he seethed.

      “You’re so full of shit you smell like a dirty diaper.”

      Will gasped. I saw him take a step back and try to meld with his other fraternity brothers. I was way beyond my limit at this point. “You’re a pussy. You know that? You used to be a rebel. You used to be fun. You used to be your own person. Now you’re like a Borg with these morons.”

      I shoved hard against Brett’s chest. He still didn’t let go. “If you don’t let me go, you’re going to be sorry.”

      Brett smiled down at me disdainfully. “What are you going to do? Pull my hair?”

      I smiled sweetly back. I was going to pull something. It just wasn’t his hair. Without even realizing what I was doing I used my free right hand and rammed it hard into Brett’s groin, grabbing a handful (and I’m being generous) of his most treasured possession and twisting.

      For his part, Brett let go of my arm. He screamed in agony and fell to the floor grabbing his crotch as he twisted into the fetal position.

      I rubbed my wrist. It was going to bruise later. I could tell.

      I looked up at the room full of angry fraternity brothers. They looked like they wanted to rip me apart, but they didn’t encroach on the circle.

      Aric seemed to sense the hostility in the room. He grabbed my arm and started maneuvering me toward the front door. “You need to go,” he warned.

      “Yeah, I figured that out twenty minutes ago.”

      “Where’s your stuff? In Will’s room?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Go get it,” Aric shot a look around at his angry frat brothers. “And make it quick.”

      I nodded. I didn’t feel like getting bossed around – but I desperately needed to get out of this house.

      I threw my stuff together quickly, tossing on my jeans and hoodie. I dropped my bag at Aric’s feet at the top of the stairs and zipped up the hoodie. “Thanks.”

      Aric smiled down at me. “For what?”

      “For not being a sheep.”

      “No one here is a sheep.”

      “Well, they’re not men either.”

      Aric regarded me for a second. “No, they’re definitely not men.”

      As we moved toward the front of the door I stopped and swung around. I searched the crowd for Will. When my eyes met his, all I felt was pity. “Lose my number.”

      Will swallowed hard but he didn’t answer me. “My home number, too. You are so not who I thought you were.”

      Aric gripped my arm and walked me out. He shot a parting glance at Will, too. I could only describe it as triumph.
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      “What was all that about?”

      Once we were outside and I could breathe again, I found my anger returning in a huge wave. It was a tsunami.

      “Not here.”

      Aric directed me down the street. As we turned onto the next street, I saw him shoot a look back at the fraternity house. He watched it until it fell out of sight.

      “Are you worried they are going to follow us?”

      “No. They won’t do anything that Brett doesn’t order and he’s probably still rolling on the floor in agonizing pain.”

      “He deserved it.”

      Aric smiled down at me. I couldn’t help but notice how – in the moonlight – his eyes looked almost black instead of brown. “He definitely deserved it.”

      We fell into an amiable silence. It seemed to be a quiet agreement that he would be walking me all the way back to the dorms. I didn’t mind. I didn’t feel like being alone right now.

      “So, what was that?”

      Aric seemed to be struggling for an answer. “What do you think it was?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? I decided to go for broke.

      “Brett said it was a pack meeting. Is that like a wolf pack?”

      Aric didn’t answer.

      “Or, maybe, a werewolf pack?”

      Aric paused for a second and looked at me. “Why would you think that?”

      “It has been a weird couple of days.”

      “You believe in werewolves?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I staked a guy the other day and he turned to ash, so I believe in vampires.” I laughed at myself for a second. “Now there’s a sentence I never thought I’d utter.”

      Aric wasn’t smiling. “You staked a vampire?”

      “Yeah, he jumped me outside the dorms.”

      “How did you know to stake him?”

      “It was just instinct.” And seven seasons of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      Aric mulled my story over for a few minutes. “Alright. What do you know?”

      I realized that Aric wasn’t going to share unless I did. I figured I owed him after he extricated me from the frat house. Plus, I was dying to tell someone. Why not an Adonis with great dimples?

      I launched into the whole story – well, at least most of the story. For some reason I left out the parts about Rafael. I did tell him about Professor Blake and the training facility at the activities center, though.

      Aric didn’t seem surprised. “Yeah, we’ve known about the training facility for years.”

      “We?”

      “The supernatural population.”

      “Which you’re a member of?”

      Aric turned and regarded me seriously. “I’m a werewolf.”

      I should have been stunned, but I wasn’t. “So, were you bitten?”

      “It’s not always like that – no matter what that tool Blake told you.”

      “So, you weren’t bitten?”

      “My parents are werewolves – so I was born a wolf.”

      “So that whole biting people and turning them is a myth?”

      “No. That’s true. They’re not true wolves, though. They’re more like half wolves.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Real wolves have more power. We’re strong. We can control the change.”

      “You mean you don’t have to turn into a big hairy beast?”

      Aric barked out a short laugh. “Basically.”

      I was curious – and Aric seemed to be in an answering mood – so I pressed on. “Do you only change on the three days around the full moon?”

      “Seems like Professor Blake has been imparting some wisdom on you.”

      I waited for him to continue.

      “Bit wolves can only turn on the three days of the full moon,” he supplied.

      “And born wolves?”

      “We can change whenever we want to.”

      That was interesting. “What’s it like?”

      “What’s what like?”

      “When you change? What’s it like?”

      “It’s painful.”

      “I bet. That’s not what I mean, though. I’ve seen Silver Bullet, that can’t be good. I mean, do you have any sense of you when you change?”

      “Like can I think? Or do I just want to eat you?”

      “Basically.”

      “We still know who we are when we change. Our emotions are stronger in wolf form – but we can control them,” Aric stopped and looked down at me with a lazy smile. “That doesn’t mean I still don’t want to eat you.”

      I felt a thrill rush through me. That was probably a little inappropriate, though, since I’d just dumped my boyfriend of four years less than five minutes ago.

      “Do you think now is the time to flirt?”

      Aric didn’t look chastised, but he did start walking again.

      I decided to keep the conversation going and not dwell on the sudden urge I had to rip Aric’s clothes off. “Is everyone in the frat a werewolf?”

      “Not necessarily at the beginning. But they only let people in that are willing to turn.”

      “So Will is a werewolf?”

      “Since last year, yeah.”

      How could I not notice that? Aric must have read my mind. “Unless you were around him on the days of the full moon you probably wouldn’t have noticed.”

      I tried to think back – but honestly I never paid any attention to the moon phases.

      “Don’t you live in an area that is overpopulated with werewolves?” Aric looked curious.

      “So I’ve been told. Either I’m really unobservant or I was really overprotected.”

      Aric smirked despite himself. “Well, you know now.”

      “Yeah, and I’m so thankful for that,” I said sarcastically.

      “Knowledge is always better than ignorance.”

      “Are you a fortune cookie now?”

      “I’m a lot of things.”

      “Why are you part of the fraternity? Do you have to be?”

      “When I first came here, I thought it would be great to be around a bunch of other wolves,” Aric admitted.

      “It wasn’t?”

      “Let’s just say it wasn’t what I was expecting.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My dad had always warned me that if you become a member of a pack that things are … different.”

      “Different how?”

      Aric sighed and motioned for me to sit on a bench. I realized we had made it to the center of campus. I sat down and looked at him expectantly.

      “Sometimes, when wolves get together, there is an alpha vibe,” he explained. “The longer they’re together, the more time they spend together, the more they seem to think that they’re somehow better than everyone else.”

      “I would have never thought that about Will,” I admitted.

      “He wasn’t always like this?”

      “No.”

      “What was he like?”

      “He was a fun guy. We hung around. Got in trouble. Smoked a little pot. Heck, this past summer his mom didn’t even live in the house. She lived in the backyard with some guy from the reservation.”

      “Which reservation?”

      “I don’t know. One of the ones north of Traverse City.”

      “That’s a wolf reservation.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Will never mentioned it.”

      “He wouldn’t. We’re not supposed to tell anyone.”

      “You told me,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not very good at following the rules.”

      I laughed despite myself. “I can see that.”

      “If you hate the pack, then why do you stay in the frat?”

      “To make sure I am aware of what they are doing.”

      Aric’s answer surprised me. “Did you know they were drugging girls?”

      “You have proof of that?”

      I told him about Brittany – and the girl at the library. He looked intense as he listened to me. “I have had my suspicions – but I could never prove anything.”

      “You suspected women were getting taken advantage of and you never did anything about it?” I was suddenly thinking he wasn’t as good looking as I originally thought.

      “This is a new thing,” Aric explained. “They don’t tell me anything. They don’t trust me because I don’t follow their doctrine.”

      I nodded like I understood – but I wasn’t sure if I honestly did.

      “We need to tell someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Professor Blake?”

      Aric seemed to consider the idea. “What are you going to tell him?”

      “You mean, am I going to tell him about you?”

      Aric flashed his dimples. “Maybe.”

      “I won’t tell him about you. I just want to see if there’s something he can do about the druggings.”

      “It’s up to you.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I finally offered.

      “All I ask is that you don’t tell him without telling me you’re going to do it.”

      I agreed and we set off walking toward the dorm again. When we got there, Aric offered to walk me up to my room.

      “That’s okay, I don’t want to have to explain what happened right now. I need to think of a lie to tell them.”

      Aric nodded briefly. “I think you can trust Paris.”

      This surprised me. “You don’t know her.”

      “She has a good vibe.”

      I laughed. “A good vibe? What’s my vibe say?”

      Aric moved a little closer to me. “Your vibe is X-rated.”

      “You’re cute,” I said as I took a step back. “I’m not ready to get X-rated with you, though.”

      “Why? You’ve already had sex with a wolf?”

      “Yeah, and I just broke up with that wolf a half an hour ago.”

      “So, you’re saying you need more time?”

      “I need to think.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “Good. I’m not promising anything,” I cautioned.

      “I can wait.” Aric’s smile was decidedly wolfish at this point. “In fact, I bet I can wait longer than you.”

      That sounded like a challenge.
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      The next morning, I went to breakfast with Paris. She was surprised to find me in my bunk that morning, but she hadn’t said anything in front of Brittany and Tara. Alone at breakfast, though, it was a completely different story.

      “What happened?”

      “We broke up.”

      “Why?”

      “We just got into a fight and I realized it was over.” That wasn’t completely a lie.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was bound to happen.”

      Paris was quiet for a few minutes. “I’m going to break up with Mike, too,” she finally said.

      “I know.”

      “Soon.”

      I regarded her briefly but didn’t say anything else. There really was nothing to say.

      Since it was Thursday, I only had two classes. After my classes, though, I had agreed to meet Professor Blake at the athletics center.

      At 2 p.m. I found myself being ushered into the secret area by Blake. He was all business today, which was fine; I wasn’t in the mood to annoy him right now. I didn’t have the energy.

      Blake took me to the library, where stacks of papers were sitting in the center of the table.

      “What’s this?”

      “We just want to see where you’re at.”

      “It’s a test?” My eyebrows practically shot off my head. “You want me to take a test?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good grief.”

      I had agreed to give this a shot so I sat down and started perusing the questions. I was surprised that it was more like an IQ test than anything else. There were no questions about the paranormal.

      I hurried through the test. I really didn’t care how I scored. I handed it to Blake and he seemed surprised by how quickly I’d completed it. He sat down to grade it – the irony wasn’t lost on me – and then he got to his feet.

      “Let’s go to the training room.”

      “That’s it? You’re not going to tell me what my grade is?”

      “It’s not for a grade.”

      “Then what’s it for?”

      “My edification.”

      Cripes.

      We walked down to the hall and into the training room. I was surprised to see two students waiting for us. They were both big, burly guys with necks that were as wide as their heads.

      “Is this the steroid duo?”

      “This is Rex and Don.”

      Rex? As in T-Rex? I decided not to voice that thought. I figured it would just enrage him.

      “So what are we doing here?”

      “Checking your reflexes.” I was wrong; Blake did have a sense of humor. It was a sick one.

      “Against them?”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re twice my size.”

      “And a vampire has three times the strength of a human, and you managed to kill one of them.”

      Rex looked surprised. “She killed a vampire?”

      Professor Blake nodded.

      “By herself?”

      Blake nodded again.

      For their part, Rex and Don were now eying me a little differently. That would only last until I started pulling their hair and screaming as a defense mechanism, I figured.

      “And why are you checking my reflexes?”

      “To make sure you have the physical ability to fight supernaturals.” Professor Blake said it like it was the most normal thing. I had to fight the urge to giggle.

      “Fine,” I said resolutely. Maybe if they kicked my ass Blake would leave me alone?

      I dropped my bag and moved to the center of the mats. “Let’s do this,” I said grimly.

      Professor Blake looked nonplussed. “Don’t you want to change your clothes?”

      I looked down at my ripped jeans, Star Wars shirt and DC Comics high tops. “Why?”

      Blake merely shook his head. “Fine.”

      I turned and looked at Rex and Don expectantly. “Come and get me boys.”

      Rex stepped up on the mats first. He started to circle me. I kept him in my gaze, but barely moved. What a tool. I bet he fancied himself on big time wrestling.

      “I’ll try not to hurt you too bad,” Rex said with what I’m sure he thought was a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll try not to vomit on you,” I offered.

      Rex frowned. I couldn’t figure out how he passed the IQ test. While I was wondering, Rex took the opportunity to lunge at me. I saw it coming a mile away and side-stepped him.

      Rex turned around, surprised. He lunged again. This time, I tripped him.

      He hit the mats hard. While he was down, I quickly leaned into him with my knee and grabbed his left hand, applying pressure to the joint between his thumb and the rest of his hand. It was a trick I’d learned from my cousin years before.

      Rex howled in pain. He tried to buck me off, but I had the leverage. “Tell me I’m the best,” I goaded him.

      I noticed that Don had stepped onto the mat. Well, this should be interesting. As he started making his way toward me, I considered what I should do. If I let go of Rex, I would be woefully outnumbered. If I didn’t, there was only one thing to do -- and it was a pretty dirty move. Of course, we were fighting vampires here, so I didn’t think it mattered how you won. Just that you won.

      As Don descended on me, I made the decision. I reared my head back and slammed my forehead into his groin. When I made contact I was thankful that he wasn’t wearing a cup. I figured neither of them felt they needed one since they were fighting a lowly girl. They wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Don reared back and fell to the ground, moaning as he grabbed his nuts. Three times in one week, I was on a roll.

      “Enough!”

      Blake made his way onto the mats and pulled me off of Rex. Rex rolled over and glared at me. Since Blake was there, though, he didn’t make a move.

      “That was cheating,” Don gasped.

      “And two huge guys fighting one little girl isn’t?”

      Blake regarded me with his light eyes for a second. I couldn’t read his mind, but I think he was impressed.

      Blake dismissed both Rex and Don. The two boys glared at me as I left. I had a feeling their egos were bruised – just like Don’s nuts. After they left, Blake walked toward the refrigerator in the back of the room and pulled out a bottle of water. He handed it to me – still not saying anything.

      “So, did I pass?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. Now what?”

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      “I hung around with more boys than girls growing up.”

      “And?”

      “And boys like to wrestle. Even after I started getting boobs they wanted to wrestle – but I think it was so they could feel me up.”

      Blake ignored my inappropriate sexual humor. “Your reflexes are off the charts. As was your written test.”

      “That was an IQ test.”

      “It wasn’t really an IQ test. It was just to test your mental acuity.”

      “So my mental acuity is fine?” Whatever that means.

      “Your mental acuity is fine – at least as far as that test.”

      “Cool. I’m a genius.”

      “You’re special. You’re not a genius.”

      “Special? Like Rain Man special or ride the short bus special?”

      Blake sighed. I forgot he hated my pop culture references. Okay, maybe I didn’t forget.

      “No one has ever tested as high as you.”

      “Great, another item for my resume. I’ll list it right after Photoshop and right before National Honor Society.”

      “You didn’t put any effort into either, though,” he mused.

      “I’m gifted, what can I say?”

      “I think it has more to do with genetics.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “What do your parents do?”

      “My mom is in real estate and my dad is a contractor.”

      “They have no special abilities?”

      “Unless you count embarrassing me, then no.”

      Professor Blake didn’t look like he believed me.

      “I’m not lying. They’re just regular people.”

      “You’re not a regular person.”

      “That’s what I tell everyone. They just don’t believe me.”

      Professor Blake just shook his head as he left the room. I guess the conversation was over.
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      After leaving Professor Blake’s wacky monster mashing academy, I decided I needed some clarification. I would have to call my parents.

      There was just too much chatter about home and pedigrees and werewolves instead of dog men. It was just too much.

      Thankfully, when I got back to my dorm room, none of my roommates were there. I needed complete privacy for what I was about to do. If anyone overheard – especially Brittany – campus mental services would be banging on the door faster than Don fell to the ground massaging his nuts.

      I pulled out my cellphone and punched in my home number. My mother picked up on the third ring.

      “Oh, hi, honey. Glad to you finally decided to call home.”

      “It’s been a busy week, Mom.”

      “Too busy for you to call the woman who gave birth to you?”

      “It was a busy week,” I repeated.

      “Twenty-four hours of agony, and let me tell you, little missy, your head was so big it almost killed me when it passed.”

      When my mom gets started, it’s just best to let her go. She can guilt trip with the best of them. After about five minutes of this, she finally fell silent.

      “How are things at home?”

      This set her off again. “Your aunts are crazy.”

      What else was new?

      “Your cousins are in trouble.”

      What else was new?

      “We’re having a family Halloween in a couple weeks.”

      “Together?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you were all fighting?”

      “We’ll have made up by then.”

      What else was new?

      I kept up the inane chitchat with my mother while I decided how best to approach the subject. How do you ask your mom about werewolves and vampires?

      The conversation went on a full half an hour and I still couldn’t find an opening – or the courage – to ask the questions I needed to know. Finally, I realized it just wasn’t going to happen, so I finally said goodbye and disconnected – but not before promising I would consider coming home for the Halloween holiday. What? I said I would consider it. I didn’t say I would actually do it.

      The next day I went to all three of my classes and – thankfully – nothing out of the ordinary happened. I didn’t bother stopping to talk to Professor Blake as I left. It was Friday. I was looking forward to a weekend without monsters.

      When I got back to the dorms, I watched General Hospital with Paris. Sadly, I was becoming as addicted as she was. If Sam and John didn’t get their happily ever after, I was going to be furious.

      “They were on another show together,” Paris explained.

      “Who?”

      “Kelly Monaco and Michael Easton.”

      “Who?”

      “The actors who play John and Sam.”

      “Oh. What show?”

      “It was called Port Charles and John was an evil vampire and Sam was his evil love interest.”

      “They had a soap about vampires?”

      “Yeah. It was great.”

      I bet.

      We waited for Tara and Brittany before we went down to dinner. After the blowup a couple of nights before, things had settled down. They were still tense –but not uncomfortably tense.

      During dinner, Brittany chatted away happily. She was doing great in her classes – and there was some guy in biology that apparently wanted to check out her biology. I could only hope that would happen.

      “So, what are we doing tonight?”

      I turned to Brittany in surprise. “You want to go out with us?”

      “Yeah,” she said enthusiastically. “As long as we’re not going to one of Will’s fraternity parties.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that anymore.”

      “Why?”

      “Will and I broke up,” I admitted.

      “On, no,” Brittany seemed genuinely sad for me. “Do you want to have a girls’ night in? We can watch Pretty Woman or something. We can paint our toe nails and put on mud masks and just hang out until you feel better.”

      That sounded like hell.

      “Mike is having a party,” Paris offered.

      I looked at her in surprise. “You want to go?”

      Paris nodded. “I think it would be a good idea. He’s been bugging me to go, and with you guys there, I won’t have to stay.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to stay?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t know,” Paris shrugged. “He’s just irritating me.”

      Tara let it go and we spent the rest of dinner listening to Brittany excitedly plan for the party. “What do you think I should wear?”

      “Something slutty,” I offered.

      Brittany slid a glare my way. “I’m going to let that go. I’ve decided you think you’re being funny and you’re not.”

      I decided to let that go. I was in the mood to go out and I didn’t feel like starting World War III beforehand.

      After dinner, we took turns showering. We let Brittany go first because we figured she would take the longest to get ready and the rest of us followed.

      The weather was still decidedly warm, so I went with my simple jeans and hoodie ensemble. I put on my favorite Star Wars hoodie and paired it with my Joker DC Comics high-tops.

      Paris’ outfit looked a lot like mine. In fact, she asked if she could borrow my Wonder Woman low-tops.

      When we walked out into the main room, I had to stifle a giggle when I saw Brittany. She had hot rollers in her hair and she was painting her nails. I didn’t even know they still made hot rollers.

      She frowned when she saw how Paris and I were dressed. “You’re not getting dressed up?”

      “Why would we?”

      “To look nice. You’re single now. You’re not going to attract a man looking like that.”

      “I put out – that will always attract a man,” I shot back.

      Brittany pursed her lips and turned back to her fingernails.

      It was another hour before we were ready to go. Brittany had decided on khaki pants and a button-down sweater. She looked like a kindergarten teacher. I figured that might turn some guys on, though, so I let it go.

      We all walked together to Mike’s. Tara and Brittany were a few feet ahead of Paris and me. She seemed nervous.

      “Are you going to break up with him tonight?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “What’s holding you back?”

      “I don’t want a big scene.”

      “Just wait until the end of the night.”

      “What? Hey, by the way, I want to breakup. Don’t call me again. Goodbye.”

      “Sounds good to me.” That was pretty much what I had done with Will, after all.

      “What if he is so drunk he forgets?”

      “Yeah, that could be a problem,” I admitted.

      “I think I’ll just play it by ear.”

      When we got to the party, Mike practically mauled Paris when he saw her. I smirked as I moved past her. She shot me a dirty look.

      Brittany and Tara already had their drinks and had found a group of guys to talk to in the corner. I filled my red cup with cheap keg beer. It wasn’t great, but this was college, I figured I’d better get used to it. Apparently, you drink better in high school than college.

      Paris found me about fifteen minutes later. She wasn’t happy. “Thanks for abandoning me.”

      “Well, I wasn’t about to join you in a threesome, so what else was I supposed to do?”

      Paris slammed her cup of beer and glared at me. I figured if she did that two more times she would forget she was angry with me.

      As she made her way back to the keg, I decided to hide out on the balcony until she was sufficiently soused. I’m not afraid of confrontation; I just didn’t want it to kill the buzz I planned on having in an hour.

      When I stepped outside I was struck by how cold it had suddenly gotten. Fall was definitely on the way. So much for Indian summer. I was a little bummed. I also wasn’t alone. I noticed a dark figure on the far side regarding me. It was Rafael – and this was exactly the place I had met him two weeks ago. Briefly, I couldn’t help but reflect that this had probably been the longest and most eventful two weeks of my entire life.

      “What are you doing here? Looking for dinner?”

      Rafael raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Why? Are you on the menu?”

      I flushed. Luckily it was dark. What was it with guys and the suggestive eating comments lately?

      “Where did you take off to the other night?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You looked like you were on a mission.”

      “Just checking some things out.”

      “Like what?”

      “Why are you so curious?”

      “It’s part of my nature.”

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      I decided to let that statement go. I was pretty sure he meant it as an insult. “So, did you find out who I killed?”

      Rafael seemed surprised. “What makes you think I care?”

      I furrowed my brow. “Don’t you all hang out together?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Do you hang out with all loud blondes?”

      Well, that was rude – and probably spot on. “I didn’t mean anything. I was just … .” There really was no graceful way out this so I changed tactics. “So you don’t know who it was?”

      “I have my suspicions.”

      I waited for him to continue. He didn’t. “And who do you suspect?” I prodded.

      Rafael looked uncomfortable. He clearly wasn’t ready to share any information with me.

      Luckily, the sound of the doors sliding open interrupted the uncomfortable atmosphere that had descended on the small balcony. Paris stepped out unsteadily. I saw her look from me to Rafael for a few seconds. Yep, things were even more uncomfortable now.

      Rafael took advantage of the momentary distraction of Paris’ arrival to excuse himself. He didn’t say goodbye.

      Once he was gone, Paris raised her eyes suggestively at me. “So, are you going to start sleeping with the vampire now?”
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      Because of the party, I didn’t have a chance to question Paris about her vampire statement for the rest of the night. The next morning, we all had breakfast together. It was a constant conversation stream of Brittany going on and on about all the guys she claimed had hit on her the night before and me wanting to reach across the table and throttle her. I was about to explode.

      After breakfast, I asked Paris if she wanted to go for a walk. I could only hope that Brittany and Tara wouldn’t ask to be included. I needed some answers, and I needed them now.

      Thankfully, Brittany and Tara said they were going back upstairs to study. When Paris and I left the building, I could barely contain myself.

      “How did you know that Rafael was a vampire?”

      Paris smiled. “It was pretty obvious.”

      “How? He’s tan.”

      “That’s just a myth.”

      “What is?”

      “That vampires are all pale,” she said. “They don’t sparkle either.”

      “I figured that out myself.”

      “Vampires have a dark aura,” Paris supplied. “They’re dark red. Almost purple really.”

      “You see auras?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      Paris paused for a second and then turned to me seriously. “I have something to tell you. I just don’t know how you’re going to take it.”

      I was taken aback. Paris had a secret. Then again, who didn’t have a secret these days?

      “I’m a witch,” she said simply.

      So not what I was expecting. “A witch?”

      “Well, a Wiccan to be more exact.”

      I was confused. “What’s the difference?”

      “Wiccans are nature-based witches,” Paris explained.

      “Are there other types of witches?”

      Paris laughed. “There are a lot of different types of witches, just like there are a lot of different types of people.”

      This was the second time in less than twenty-four hours when someone had accused me of being bigoted. Maybe I should rethink my outlook?

      “What type of witch are you? Do you do spells?”

      Paris considered the question carefully. “Define spells.”

      “You know, spells.”

      “Like in Harry Potter?” Paris’ eyes were sparkling.

      I never realized how irritating that was. Now I understand why Professor Blake looked like he wanted to throw me through a wall whenever I did it.

      “I know it’s not like Harry Potter, I scoffed. “Is it like Charmed, though?”

      “No, I don’t have magical powers.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Paris explained her family history and, she was right, it was a long story.

      “My whole family is what would loosely be considered Pagans,” she started.

      “You mean like animal sacrifices?”

      “I suppose, back in the day, they did stuff like that. We don’t though. Wiccans believe in karma. At least my family does. The primary Wiccan rule is to harm no one.”

      That is totally like Charmed. I didn’t say it out loud, though. I was trying to refrain from making people think I watched too much television.

      “So do you do spells?” She still hadn’t answered the initial question.

      “We do some spells,” Paris said cautiously.

      “What kind of spells?”

      “Nothing major. Some protection spells. Some karma enhancements.” I noticed Paris was avoiding all eye contact.

      “What else?”

      Paris sighed. “My family wasn’t always so … pure.”

      Now what did that mean? I let her continue.

      “There were times when we didn’t follow the Wiccan rules.”

      “What happened?”

      Paris looked conflicted. “Not everyone in my family is good. Some of my relatives – not my parents or my brothers or sisters or anything – but some of my relatives are into the darker stuff.”

      I wanted more details, but I didn’t want to push her too far. I decided that if I wanted Paris to open up completely to me, I was going to have to do the same with her. So I told her. I told her everything. I told her about Professor Blake and his monster academy. I told her about Will and Aric and the frat house full of werewolves. I told her about the vampire outside of the dorm rooms. I told her about Rafael and his cryptic warnings. When I was done, she looked stunned.

      “Holy shit!”

      That had been my initial reaction, too, so I let her process it for a few minutes.

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

      “I didn’t know what to say. I thought you would think I was crazy.”

      “Are you going to join the academy?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It feels like I’m being pushed that way, but I’m not sure it’s something I want to do. They seem to be of the mind that all supernaturals are bad and I just don’t think they all are.”

      “You mean Aric and Rafael?”

      “I’m pretty sure Aric is a good guy,” I admitted.

      “You’re not as sure about Rafael, though?”

      “He’s more mysterious,” I admitted.

      “He’s probably had to be.”

      I nodded. That made sense.

      “Have you told Blake about Aric and Rafael?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “So, your first instinct was to protect them?” Paris mused.

      “I guess. The truth is, I’m still not sure what they’re doing at their little academy. They’re clearly gearing up for some big fight – but I don’t know what they’re fighting against.”

      “Have you asked them?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “The truth is, I feel that if I ask them I’m going to find out things I don’t want to know.”

      “Well, you went back so you must have some interest in what they’re doing.”

      I hated it when someone confronted me with practical information. “Maybe I’m just curious.”

      Paris pursed her lips. She didn’t look like she believed me. The problem was, I didn’t know if I believed it either.

      “Are you worried about the wolves?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re clearly threatened by you. And Aric is big, but I don’t think he could fight off a whole wolf pack – no matter how badly he wants to get in your pants.”

      I hadn’t really thought about it. The question made sense, though. I shrugged in response. “Wouldn’t they have come after me already?”

      “Maybe they’re waiting to see what you do.”

      “I’m not planning to do anything.”

      “What do you think Professor Blake would do?”

      “I’m not planning on telling him, so I’ll never know.”

      “Do Aric and Rafael know about each other?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Paris must have read the confusion washing over my face because she stifled a smirk. “Not that they’re both fighting for your affections. I’m talking about the fact that they both exist as, you know, supernaturals?”

      “You mean he’s a werewolf and he’s a vampire?”

      “Yes.”

      I hadn’t really thought about it. “I don’t know. Do you think I should tell them?”

      Paris seriously considered the question. “I don’t know. If history is any indication, I would say no.”

      “History?”

      “Traditionally, werewolves and vampires don’t get along?”

      “Like Twilight, you know, fighting to the death?”

      “I don’t think Twilight should be used as the basis for anything – especially good storytelling – but I do think there is something to vampires and wolves fighting. My mom told me stories when I was a kid.”

      “There must be a reason?”

      “Testosterone?”

      “Are all vampires and wolves men?”

      “No.”

      “Then it can’t be testosterone.”

      “I guess not.”

      “It’s probably just clan bullshit.”

      “Clan bullshit?”

      “You know, both clans thinking they’re superior.”

      “Probably.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” I was getting sick of admitting that to myself.

      “Well, you probably don’t want to hear this, but until you decide you should probably try to stay away from all three of them,” Paris suggested.

      “All three of them?”

      “Aric, Rafael and Professor Blake.”

      “I have class with Blake.”

      “Well, then don’t talk to him after class.”

      It sounded like a good idea on paper. The problem was, I didn’t know how practical a solution it would actually turn out to be in real life.
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      After telling Paris all my secrets, I felt relieved. The rest of the day flew by. At dinner that night, Brittany asked the inevitable question – well, inevitable for Brittany.

      “So, what are we doing tonight?”

      If Brittany was a ‘we’ person with her roommates, I would hate to see her when she finally got into a relationship.

      “I want to dance,” Paris finally said.

      “We’ll have to go to a bar for that.” The idea wasn’t thrilling to me.

      “Better than a lame party with flat beer in red plastic cups,” Paris replied.

      She had a point.

      “I don’t want to go to some meat market,” I countered.

      “No, we’ll go someplace small,” Paris agreed.

      “What’s a meat market?” Brittany’s innocent question made Paris snicker and me roll my eyes.

      “You explain it to her,” I told Tara as I walked into the bedroom.

      Later that night we had all agreed to go to a local bar that was full of more townies than coeds, ironically called The Haunt.

      “I hope they’re talking about middle-aged drunks and not ghosts,” I whispered to Paris during the walk to the dive.

      Once we got there, I changed my opinion. “I hope it’s middle-aged losers with beer guts instead of roaches.”

      Paris forced me in. Since we were under twenty-one, we had to deal with large black X’s on our hands instead of the customary bar stamp. I wasn’t in the mood to drink anyway. I wasn’t actually in the mood to dance, either. Instead, I decided to play some pool.

      I was a pretty good pool player – and I’m not just saying I was a pretty good pool player for a teenage girl. I had grown up with a pool table in my grandparents’ basement. All of my cousins and I were pretty good.

      After a friendly game with a couple of students, I noticed a guy watching me from the corner of the bar. He looked to be about thirty. I figured he had to be a loser to be hanging out at a bar on a college campus – but that wasn’t going to stop me from taking his money in a friendly pool game.

      We agreed to put ten dollars on it. I won – but I downplayed my ability. Of course, he asked for a rematch, upping the ante to twenty. I won again. By the third game, we were starting to draw a crowd. That was fine with me. All men think that women can’t play pool. All men are willing to empty their wallets to prove that fact – even when it’s not even remotely true. I figured a shopping spree was just what I needed.

      After about two hours, I was up three hundred dollars and I had no shortage of people willing to play. Everyone wanted to be the individual to take the snarky blonde down. This was mid-Michigan, though, none of them were exactly pool sharks.

      Paris found me in the middle of one game – and watched until I finished. “I didn’t know you could play pool.”

      “I’m multi-talented.”

      “So I see. How much are you up?”

      “I don’t know.” That wasn’t true. I just didn’t want to rub it in. Plus, I wasn’t done fleecing the natives.

      After another hour, and another couple hundred bucks, the stakes were getting high. I’d upped it to fifty dollars a game and I was on quite a roll. That’s why I didn’t notice when a familiar face had joined the crowd.

      “You guys are never going to beat her.”

      I froze when I heard the voice. I swung around to find Will watching – a nervous grin playing at the corner of his mouth.

      “How would you know?” The local I was playing wasn’t happy. I only had two balls left to his six. It wasn’t looking good for him.

      “She’s the best pool player I’ve ever met,” Will said. “I stopped playing her when I was sixteen. My ego couldn’t handle it.”

      As if on cue, I sank my final two balls with one split shot. Thanks to Will’s conversation starter, no one else wanted to play me. The crowd that had gathered dispersed and it was only Will and me left.

      “Thanks for ruining my chances to make some more money,” I admonished him, pushing the last fifty bucks into my pocket.

      He regarded the hefty bulge in my pants and laughed. “I think you already cleaned up for the night.”

      We lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. Will sipped from his drink and then offered it to me.

      “No one is looking,” he offered.

      Like I was going to take a drink from anyone in his fraternity. I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

      Will was nervous, I could tell. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other, pushing his hair from his eyes. “About the other night … .”

      I didn’t think a bar was a good place to talk, but I had no intention of going outside with him alone either.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No, I feel I need to explain.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I responded quickly. “I already know everything.”

      Will’s brown eyes narrowed. For a second, he looked dangerous. His gaze softened slightly after that, but he was still clearly on edge. “What did Aric tell you?”

      “Aric didn’t tell me anything,” I lied. “I have another source of information.”

      “Who?” Will’s breathing pattern had picked up.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Will relaxed all of a sudden. “You don’t know anything. You’re just pretending you do.”

      Well, fuck him. “I know you’re a werewolf,” I seethed.

      Will was on edge again. He looked around nervously and stepped closer to me. “That’s ridiculous.” Will licked his lips. That was always his tell in poker.

      “Really? It’s ridiculous?”

      “Yes,” Will averted his eyes from mine.

      “You’re the worst liar ever.”

      Will didn’t say anything for a long time. Finally, he raised his eyes to mine. There was no malice there, only sadness.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not going to do anything,” I answered simply.

      “You’re not?” Will seemed surprised.

      “Why would I?”

      “I don’t know, I just thought … .”

      “You thought what? I would run around campus and tell everyone that you’re a werewolf? That wouldn’t hurt you. It would hurt me.”

      Will still seemed uncomfortable. I knew why.

      “You can tell your fraternity brothers that their secret is safe,” I said pointedly. “As long as they stop drugging women … .” Will started to interrupt and I put my hand up to stop him. “There’s no use denying it. I know it’s the truth. If you stop drugging women and you don’t go around using coeds as chew toys, I’ll forget what I know.”

      “I don’t think Brett will go along with that,” Will said truthfully.

      “Then we’re going to have a problem.” There was no point in lying, Will knew me too well.

      “What do you want me to do?” Will was practically pleading now. “I can’t protect you from all of them.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me,” I was getting angry now. “I never needed you to protect me. Just … my God, Will, what happened to you?”

      Will shot me a glare. “Nothing happened to me. I’m still Will. I’m just stronger. I’m faster.”

      “You’re clearly not any smarter.” The remark came out a lot more bitter than I meant it to.

      “You don’t understand,” Will said. “I was always popular. Everyone thought I was cool up there. Up at home. “

      “I remember. I was there.”

      “When I came here, it was different,” Will looked suddenly broken to me. I wondered when that had happened – and how I hadn’t noticed. “I was just another student here. Nobody noticed me. Nobody cared.”

      “So you thought becoming a monster would help?”

      “I’m not a monster!”

      “What do you call a guy that sits around and watches as his frat brothers drug women? What do you call a guy that doesn’t stand up for himself – or his girlfriend?”

      Will looked embarrassed momentarily, but then he seemed to regain himself. “There’s a hierarchy that has to be followed.”

      “There’s always going to be a hierarchy in a pack, Will,” I said. “You’re never going to get to the top because there’s always going to be someone ahead of you. You’re just one of the sheep for them to control.”

      If I had been getting through to him, I wasn’t anymore. Will pulled away when I reached out to touch his arm. “You don’t understand any of this. I knew you wouldn’t. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      “You’re right,” I said, swallowing hard and stepping back. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t understand how the sweet boy I knew let this happen.”

      “Maybe you will someday.” Will’s voice was wistful.

      ‘I’ll never understand this,” I said forcefully. “I’ll never understand you doing this. You being so weak. You being … someone I don’t even recognize.”

      Will must have heard the finality in my voice. “I guess this is goodbye then.”

      “It is goodbye.”

      Will started to turn and walk away. He swung back. “I’ll make sure they know you’re not a threat.”

      With those words, Will was gone into the crowd. “Goodbye, Will.”

      Paris was at my side quickly. “What happened?”

      “What?”

      “I saw you talking to Will. What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I waved my hand. “We just came to an understanding. I told him as long as his fraternity stops drugging girls that I would keep his secret.”

      “Do you think he believed you?”

      “I don’t know.” It was hard to admit, but it was the truth.

      We found Brittany hanging all over some guy on the dance floor. It took a while, but we managed to disengage her. “I wasn’t going to do anything,” she said sheepishly.

      After a full forty-five minutes of searching, we still couldn’t find Tara, though. Finally, we all decided to go back to the dorms without her.

      “Maybe she went back without us?” Brittany asked hopefully.

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe she met someone,” Paris offered.

      “Maybe”

      “She would have told us, though,” Brittany said quietly.

      The thing is, of all of my new roommates, Tara was the one that was still an enigma. Part of me agreed with Brittany that she wouldn’t have left without telling us. There was a niggling doubt in the back of my brain, though.

      Paris must have read my mind.

      “Maybe she is back at the room?”

      I could tell she didn’t believe it either.
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      When we got back to the dorms, Tara wasn’t there. After a quick inspection, I came to the realization that she hadn’t returned to the room. Absolutely nothing had changed. All her stuff was still in the closet. Her books were still on her desk. The ratty old stuffed rabbit she slept with was placed gently on her pillow.

      Tara was not here, nor had she been here.

      Brittany was starting to panic. “Should we call the police?”

      “And tell them what? We misplaced our roommate at the bar?”

      “What if she was kidnapped?”

      “From a bar full of people? We would have seen that happen.”

      Even as I said the words, I wasn’t sure I was right. Paris made the final decision.

      “If we still haven’t heard from her in the morning, we’ll call the police.”

      Brittany reluctantly agreed.

      My dreams that night were not merely active, but tortured. I dreamt that Tara was taken from The Haunt forcibly – by a fraternity full of hairy beasts. Her scream as they dragged her out the door was enough to chill me to the bone.

      I woke up to loud knocking on the dorm door. “What the hell?”

      Brittany was up like a shot, racing to the door. I sat up and looked down to where Tara’s bed was. It obviously hadn’t been slept in. I noticed Paris looking, too. This wasn’t good.

      We both climbed out of bed and made it into the next room as Brittany threw the door open. We were all surprised to see two police officers standing on the other side.

      “Is this the room for Tara Thompson?”

      “Yes, did you find her?” Brittany looked relieved. I had a bad feeling, though.

      “May we come in?”

      Brittany let the two officers in. I noticed they were city police and not campus police. That made things all the more ominous.

      The officers came into the room. When they saw a few curious faces peering in from the hallway, they closed the door behind them. Well, that couldn’t be good.

      Brittany, Paris and I stood in a semi-circle waiting for the officers to continue.

      “When was the last time you saw your roommate?”

      “Last night,” I answered. “We all went to The Haunt together. When it was time to leave we couldn’t find her, though. We figured she came back here.”

      “She wasn’t here, though?”

      “No, she wasn’t here.”

      “You didn’t think to call us when you couldn’t find her?”

      “I wanted to,” Brittany said accusingly. “They wouldn’t let me though. They said I was overreacting.”

      It was good to know she was good in a crisis.

      The older officer – he looked to be in his mid-forties – turned to me. “You didn’t think it was strange that she just disappeared?”

      “I’ve only known her for two weeks. I don’t know her bar habits.” I didn’t like his accusatory tone.

      “Well, maybe you should have erred on the side of caution.” I definitely didn’t like his tone now.

      “What exactly are you accusing me of?”

      Paris stepped in smoothly. “Maybe you should just tell us what is going on.”

      The younger officer seemed to sense Paris’ concern about the situation. “Your roommate was attacked last night.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly. Like he was telling us our class schedule had suddenly changed.

      “Was she raped? Was she drugged?”

      Will had been at the bar the night before. Maybe some of his frat brothers had been there, too. Just because I hadn’t seen them, that didn’t mean that they weren’t there – hiding in the shadows.

      “Why would you think she was drugged and raped?” It was Officer Obnoxious again.

      Here was a sticky situation. I had just promised Will the night before that I would keep his secret. Still, something had obviously happened to Tara the night before. I decided to take things slowly. “I watch a lot of television.”

      Neither officer looked like they believed me. I didn’t blame them.

      “We’re still waiting for toxicology results,” the younger officer said.

      “Is she in the hospital? Is she okay?” Brittany looked like she was ready to spring into action.

      The officers looked at each other uncomfortably. I didn’t like their unease. I had an awful feeling what they were about to tell us.

      “She’s not in the hospital.”

      Paris and I exchanged dark looks.

      “Is she at the station?” Brittany either didn’t grasp the situation – or she just didn’t want to. Denial is a powerful thing.

      The younger officer seemed to realize that Paris and I already knew what they were going to say. He also knew Brittany did not. “Why don’t you sit down,” he prodded her gently.

      “Why would I need to sit down?” Her voice was shrill now. “Why don’t they have to sit down?”

      Paris turned to Brittany and put her hand on her shoulder. “Brittany … I don’t think they’re here to tell us Tara is at the station.”

      “What do you mean?” Brittany’s lower lip was quivering.

      “She means that Tara is dead,” I snapped.

      That was it. Brittany started wailing and threw herself into the younger officer’s arms. He looked uncomfortable as he tried to comfort her. He turned his pleading dark eyes to Paris and then me. When he saw the resolute look on my face, though, he must have realized he was on his own when it came to comforting her.

      I turned to Officer Obnoxious unsteadily. Even though I knew she was dead, I was hoping – even if it was just for a second – that he would tell me I was wrong. He didn’t.

      “How did she die?” Paris’ voice seemed like it was coming from a million miles away.

      “We found her in the alley behind The Haunt,” the officer said.

      “She was just left in the alley?” That didn’t make sense. Why didn’t they take her back to the frat house?

      “Yeah. She was left in the alley like garbage. I’m guessing you didn’t look in the alley for your friend?”

      Fuck this guy. “Why would I look in the alley?”

      “Why would you just leave her?”

      “She’s an adult. I thought she might have left with a guy or something.”

      “Had she done that before?”

      “No,” I admitted grudgingly.

      “How did she die?” Paris asked the question again. She was clearly in some sort of shock.

      I turned to Officer Obnoxious again expectantly. Now he looked uncomfortable.

      “We’re not exactly sure.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “She didn’t have any marks on her that would explain her death,” he said finally.

      I blew out a sigh. “No marks?”

      “Just two little marks by her throat,” the younger officer volunteered from his spot where he was sitting on the couch rubbing Brittany’s back as she sobbed uncontrollably.

      “By her throat?” I shot a glance at Paris. She was staring off into space.

      “Yeah, does that mean something to you?” Officer Obnoxious was trying to make eye contact with me. I didn’t back down. I didn’t want him to see weakness.

      “No, it just sounds weird,” I lied.

      “That’s what we thought, too.”

      “That obviously wasn’t the cause of death,” I said. “So, what was?”

      The officer narrowed his eyes as he regarded me. “That’s a weird question to ask.”

      “I told you, I watch a lot of television. Law and Order. CSI. Stuff like that.” I left off the part about how much Dark Shadows I used to watch.

      “All the blood from her body was drained.”

      “What?” Officer Obnoxious’ answer took me by surprise – even though that’s what I expected.

      “All the blood in her body had been drained,” he said again.

      “Like a vampire?” Oh, great. Now Brittany was participating in the conversation.

      “Vampires aren’t real,” the older cop scoffed.

      Paris seemed to have snapped out of her funk. She shot a glance toward me and then turned her attention to Brittany.

      “So what now?”

      The older cop turned his attention back to me. “Now we contact her parents so they can hold a funeral and we wait for the full toxicology results.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “It could take weeks,” he admitted.

      Great.

      “Do you have your roommate’s contact information for her parents?”

      “No.”

      “Well, neither does the registrar.”

      “How can that be? We had to fill all that stuff out in the buckets full of paperwork when we applied.”

      “It must have been some clerical error, because there’s no contact information in Ms. Thompson’s file.”

      I pointed toward Tara’s bunk and her part of the room. “Her stuff is over there.”

      The older officer made his way into the room and started going through her stuff. Obviously he didn’t find what he was looking for. “There’s nothing here.”

      “She probably kept her information in her phone like everyone else does. Just look in her phone.”

      “She wasn’t found with a phone.”

      “She had one with her when we left last night.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. We all had our phones.”

      “What kind of phone was it?”

      “I think it was an Android,” I said. “I can’t be sure, though.”

      “It was an Android,” Brittany piped up.

      The police officer nodded. “We’ll look again.”

      The younger officer had finally managed to extricate himself from a clingy Brittany. He moved toward the door with the other cop.

      “If you can think of anything, give us a call,” he said, slipping a card out of his pocket and handing it to me. Brittany looked disappointed he hadn’t handed her the card. Even in death, she needed to be the center of attention.

      After the two police officers left, I couldn’t stop pacing. It was Sunday, but I knew exactly where I had to go.

      I didn’t shower. Instead I jumped in a pair of jeans, a T-shirt and a hoodie and tore out of the room. Paris didn’t ask where I was going, but I could tell she knew exactly what was running through my mind.

      I raced through campus – which was decidedly empty since it was Sunday – until I reached Professor Blake’s office. The door was shut and I didn’t bother knocking. I threw open the door dramatically and stepped into the room. He was sipping from a cup of coffee – and he didn’t seem surprised to see me.

      “I’m in.”
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      The next day everyone went to classes as usual. I heard snatches of conversation here and there. Everyone was talking about the dead student and how she died. For her part, Brittany was making the most of the situation and crying on every cute boy’s shoulder she could find. I was trying to ignore the situation – but it was literally everywhere around me.

      “I heard she was stabbed twenty times.”

      “I heard she was gang raped on a pool table and then strangled.”

      “I heard she had her head bashed in by a brick.”

      The rumor mill at a school this size couldn’t be trusted. That was the only thing I could rely on. No one really seemed to know how Tara had died.

      After all three classes, I met Blake at the athletics center. He was waiting for me in the lobby. He hadn’t asked a lot of questions the day before, but he also hadn’t been surprised when I told him about Tara’s death.

      “I knew a student had died. I didn’t realize it was your roommate, though.”

      He never offered his condolences. It both irked me and encouraged me at the same time. This wasn’t about personal relationships. It was about action.

      Once we made it to the other side of the security doors, I turned to Blake expectantly. “So what’s up first?”

      “I thought we’d ease you in today,” he replied. “Just kind of a meet and greet with the other students and then a physical training session.”

      “Great.” I tried to sound enthusiastic. It wasn’t one of my better efforts.

      Blake led me to a classroom at the far end of the basement corridor. Inside, there were about twenty different students. I followed Blake into the room. Professor Worth was lecturing from the front and she turned to greet Professor Blake with a flirtatious smile. Good grief.

      I took the opportunity to look around the room. Unlike before, I did recognize one face in the crowd this time. Mark lifted up his head and met my gaze. His face broke into a wide grin when he saw me. What the hell?

      Professor Worth introduced me to the class and then asked me to take a seat. I expected Blake to leave, but he sat in a chair in the corner instead.

      “We were just talking about the murder the other night,” Professor Worth said happily.

      Professor Blake cleared his throat when he saw me glare at Professor Worth. She turned her apple-cheeked face to Blake expectantly. “The girl killed was Zoe’s roommate,” he supplied.

      “Oh, I’m s-s-s-sorry,” she stammered.

      “It’s fine,” I dismissed her.

      “No, you must be really upset.”

      “More like pissed off.”

      If Professor Worth was surprised by my vehemence, she didn’t show it. “Well, what do you think happened?”

      “I think a vampire killed her.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “She was drained of blood and the only marks on her body were on her throat. What else could it be?”

      “How do you know that?” Professor Blake seemed curious.

      “The cops that came to the room told us. Why?”

      “We’ve been trying to get some definitive information on the attack, but we haven’t been able to. I’m surprised they told you that.”

      I merely shrugged.

      “Well, at least we know now.”

      “Why? What did you think it was?”

      “We weren’t sure,” Professor Worth admitted.

      “Then how did you know it was a supernatural?”

      “What else would it be?” She asked simply.

      “Humans kill humans, too.”

      “Not around here,” she laughed.

      “Oh, that’s a bunch of crap.”

      Professor Worth looked taken aback. “Now listen here young lady … .”

      “No, you listen. I don’t believe for a second that there is no human-on-human violence here. If that’s the load of bull you’re selling, then I’m not buying.”

      “Then why are you here?” Professor Blake asked.

      “Because a vampire killed my roommate. I want to kill the vampire that did it.”

      “We want to kill all of them!” This came from a blonde boy in the back row. The rest of the class erupted in agreement. A couple of guys even got up from their seats and high-fived the loud mouth with all a wave of bravado.

      “That’s enough, Brian,” Professor Worth warned.

      “Yes, that’s enough Brian,” I mocked.

      Brian glared at me. His cool blue eyes were suddenly regarding me as the enemy. Good.

      Brian got to his feet and swaggered over to me. He reminded me of Cato in The Hunger Games for some reason. I bet he was just as much of a dick. “Listen, little lady, I’ve been doing this for a year now. I’ve seen things that would make a little girl like you crawl under her bed and hide for a week.”

      Mark sucked in a breath as he turned to me. I’d only known him for two weeks, but he knew I wasn’t going to take that lying down.

      “Really? Because I’ve been attacked by a vampire that I had to kill and went to a wolf pack meeting.”

      “You’re lying,” Brian protested.

      Professor Blake jumped to his feet and moved to my side. “What wolf pack meeting?”

      Uh-oh.

      “Um, that was just a figure of speech,” I offered lamely.

      Professor Blake’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Her boyfriend is a member of Alpha Chi,” Mark offered.

      I turned to him and glared openly.

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Professor Blake admonished me. “You were dating a werewolf?”

      Everyone in the room looked at me in a different light all of a sudden. Now I truly was the enemy.

      “I didn’t know he was a werewolf,” I argued. “I broke up with him when I found out. How do you even know about the frat?”

      The class dissolved into giggles.

      “We’ve been monitoring them for quite some time,” Professor Blake said. “I wish I had known about your boyfriend. We could have used your proximity to infiltrate them.”

      “And why would I want to do that?”

      “We want to know what they’re up to.”

      “They’re drugging girls and playing video games.”

      Professor Blake looked surprised. “What do you mean drugging girls?”

      “I mean they’ve drugged at least two girls I know of.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      Professor Blake looked nonplussed. “That’s no excuse.”

      “Hey! I hadn’t decided if I could trust you yet.” Honestly, I still hadn’t decided. The only reason I’d owned up to the fact that Alpha Chi was full of werewolves was because they already seemed to know. There was no sense in lying about the situation.

      Professor Blake blew out a sigh. “I understand that but … .”

      “But what?”

      “But this situation is bigger than you.”

      After the information exchange, Professor Worth dismissed the class and Professor Blake led everyone to the gym. After a brief workout, he paired us off in twos to spar. Thankfully, I got Mark.

      “So you’ve been keeping secrets,” I said to him.

      “You, too,” he smiled.

      “How long have you been a part of this?”

      “Just a week,” he said. “They recruited me, too.”

      “Why?”

      Mark looked hurt. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” I offered.

      “They want my computer skills,” Mark answered.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. They haven’t told me yet.”

      “Doesn’t that make you nervous?”

      Mark shrugged. “No.”

      “Do you believe in all this?” I motioned around the room.

      “Do I believe in fighting monsters? Yeah. Don’t you?”

      “Fighting monsters? Yes. What if they’re not all monsters, though?”

      “Like Will?”

      I was thinking more of Aric and Rafael, but I didn’t want to tip my hand. “Yeah, like Will.”

      “If he’s not a monster, why did you break up with him?”

      “I didn’t break up with him because he’s a wolf. I broke up with him because he’s a sheep.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that he completely stopped being himself and started being just like them. That’s not the guy I knew.”

      I took advantage of Mark’s thoughtful expression to flip him over my back and toss him on the mats below me. I pinned him quickly. “There are all types of monsters Mark. They’re not all supernatural.”

      I got up and started to move out of the room. I caught Professor Blake watching me. I paused, just for a second, and then walked out into the hallway. I desperately needed some air.

      Unfortunately, Blake had followed me. “You’re leaving?”

      “Just getting some air.”

      “Are you hiding anything else from us?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Professor Blake’s gaze was probing.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Your allegiance. You’re too important to not be a part of this.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you have a natural ability. That’s something the rest of these people don’t have. They have oodles of enthusiasm, but no ability. You have no enthusiasm, but tons of ability.”

      I didn’t know how to respond, so instead I studied my cuticles. I could definitely use a manicure.

      “We can’t afford for you to join the other side, Zoe.”

      I raised my eyes and met Professor Blake’s steady gaze. “I’m not joining any side. I’m here to make sure that the monster that killed Tara doesn’t kill anyone else.”

      “And then what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After you get one monster, are you willing to let all the other monsters live?”

      “Who decides who the monsters are? You?”

      “You seem to think it’s you.”

      “I don’t know who is and who isn’t a monster,” I admitted. “I just don’t think that being a werewolf or a vampire necessarily makes you a monster.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Maybe they’re like humans. Maybe there are good vampires and good werewolves.”

      “That’s a simplistic thought.”

      “Or maybe it’s just logic.”

      I didn’t wait for Professor Blake’s response. Instead I trotted down the dark hallway. I didn’t stop until I reached the light outside.
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      After returning to the dorms, I told Paris about my afternoon.

      “I’m not sure joining up with them is a good idea,” she admitted.

      “I’m not sure either.”

      “Then why did you do it?”

      “Knee-jerk reaction to Tara’s death?”

      “You can still get out of it.”

      “Can I?”

      Paris and I decided that we needed a mundane evening, so we hauled our laundry to the basement. Thankfully, it was empty except for Mark. I hadn’t told Paris that Mark was part of the monster-fighting academy yet. I didn’t figure it was my secret to tell.

      Mark didn’t seem to be embracing all the secret society nonsense, though.

      “Did you tell her about kicking my ass this afternoon?”

      Paris’ eyebrows nearly shot off her forehead. “You’re a part of the academy?”

      “You didn’t tell her?” Mark seemed surprised.

      “I didn’t feel it was my place,” I grumbled.

      Mark’s enthusiasm couldn’t be dampened. He launched into a long – and extremely tedious – story about how Professor Worth had seen his work in the computer lab and recruited him.

      “Didn’t you think it was weird?”

      Mark shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought it sounded cool. Like a really awesome comic book or something.”

      Men.

      “Did Zoe tell you she’s the star of the class?” Mark asked innocently.

      Paris slid a look my way. “No.”

      “Well, she is. Everyone is in awe of her, even the people that have been part of the group for years. No one knows what to make of her, especially since Professor Blake is trying so hard to recruit her.”

      “Why do you think they want Zoe so bad?”

      Mark took a bite of the candy bar he had pulled from his pocket and chewed thoughtfully.

      “I don’t know. She seems like a natural or something, I guess.”

      God was I sick of hearing that.

      “What types of things do they teach you?” Paris was curious. I didn’t blame her.

      “Just about the history of stuff. Like how vampires came to be.”

      “How did they come to be?”

      “Some guy thought he was a vampire so he drank so much blood he became one. He launched the race.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I argued.

      “That’s what they say,” Mark shrugged.

      “Do you believe that?”

      “I don’t know. I just know that monsters are real – and they’re here – and we have to stop them.”

      Paris and I exchanged dubious looks.

      “What if they’re not all monsters?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just because they’re werewolves and vampires, that doesn’t mean they’re all monsters.”

      “What else could they be?”

      “Maybe they’re just different kinds of people trying to survive?”

      “Yeah, but they survive by killing people.”

      “Not werewolves.”

      Mark seemed to consider my statement for a second. Then he shrugged again.

      “And if vampires were really killing people to survive, wouldn’t there be a lot more deaths?”

      “That’s a good question,” Paris offered.

      “I never really thought about it like that,” Mark admitted.

      “No, I don’t think Blake wants you to,” I muttered.

      “If you don’t like him, why are you joining the cause?”

      “I’m not joining the cause. I’m trying to find out who killed Tara.”

      “Are you quitting after that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I turned back to the washing machine and transferred my wet clothes to the dryer. When I was done, I turned back to Paris and Mark. They had their heads bent together and were smiling at one another. I had a feeling Paris’ breakup with Mike would be happening sooner rather than later.

      “So have Tara’s parents come by and picked up her stuff?” Mark asked.

      I was surprised by the question. The more I thought about it, though, I had no idea why.

      “No. That’s weird though, isn’t it?”

      Paris seemed to mull the thought over, too. “You know, not only have we not heard anything from Tara’s parents, but we haven’t heard anything from the cops either.”

      “Has Brittany?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Even if they were too upset to come get her stuff, you’d think they’d send someone. Or have someone call us.”

      “Do we even know that she has parents?”

      “Everyone has parents,” Paris said.

      “I mean, maybe they’re dead or something. Did she ever talk about her parents?”

      Paris thought back for a second. “I don’t remember her mentioning them.”

      “What about when she moved in?”

      “She was the last to arrive and she was alone.”

      “Didn’t she have a boyfriend?”

      “Yeah. She mentioned having one that first night, but she never really brought him up again.”

      “Did you ever see her call him?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      After finishing our laundry, we all went up to the dorm room. I pulled out my iPad and sat down on the couch.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Googling Tara.”

      Unfortunately, Tara Thompson wasn’t exactly a unique name. The search came back with thousands of results.

      “We have to narrow this down. What did she say her hometown was?”

      “Zilwaukee.”

      “Zilwaukee? That doesn’t make sense. That’s only a half an hour away. Why wouldn’t she save the money and commute?”

      “Maybe she wanted to live in the dorms?”

      “Maybe.”

      I added Zilwaukee to the search parameters and came up with nothing. “Are we sure it was Zilwaukee?”

      “Yeah, you made that joke about the Zilwaukee Bridge.”

      “What joke?”

      “I don’t remember now.”

      “It mustn’t have been very funny.

      “It wasn’t.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. I didn’t think that it was appropriate to laugh when you were searching for information about your dead roommate.

      “See if you can find any Thompsons in Zilwaukee,” Paris suggested. “It’s a small town. There can’t be that many.”

      “There’s one.”

      “Let’s call them.”

      I pulled out my phone and dialed the number I found. The voice at the other end sounded old. Very old.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” I started. “Um, well, here’s the thing, our roommate died the other day and she said she was from Zilwaukee and you’re the only Thompsons I could find in Zilwaukee.”

      “I’m a little old to have a daughter in college, dear,” the old lady on the other end of the phone said. I didn’t doubt it.

      “Maybe a granddaughter? Her name was Tara.”

      “I don’t know any Tara,” the woman answered.

      “Are there any other Thompsons in Zilwaukee?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      I thanked the woman for her time and disconnected. “Why would Tara lie about where she lived?”

      “Maybe she didn’t lie. Maybe she lived with her stepfather or something and her mom has a different last name or something.”

      “That’s possible.”

      Still, something about the situation bothered me. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Maybe they’re just unlisted?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe they only have a cellphone and that wouldn’t necessarily show up in public records. A lot of people are eliminating landlines.”

      This was true. Still.

      I blew out a breath. “Maybe she’s not from Zilwaukee?”

      Paris bit her lip. “But why would she lie?”

      Why indeed?
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      The next day I was still troubled by the fact that we could find no record of Tara in Zilwaukee. I thought about talking to Professor Blake about it – but the truth was, I didn’t trust him. Instead, I decided to give Aric a call. Okay, maybe I didn’t fully trust him either. He was just so much better looking.

      After laying out what we had found, Aric told me to wait at the dorms. I told him I would be waiting for him in the parking lot.

      “I’ll pick you up at your room.”

      “It’s not a big deal, I’ll just meet you downstairs.”

      “I said that I will pick you up in your room.”

      This went on for five minutes before I finally acquiesced. I didn’t know what his deal was – but I didn’t think fighting about where he would pick me up was the best use of our time.

      While I was waiting in the living room, Paris eyed me questioningly and Brittany burrowed under a comforter and continued to fake freak out. I didn’t know who she was trying to impress -- especially since the door to the hall was shut – but she was giving the performance of a lifetime.

      “What are you all dressed up for?”

      I looked down at my outfit confused. Lucky jeans – that admittedly hugged my butt in just the right way – a Star Wars shirt and my purple slip-on converse. Typical outfit – that I always made look good. Did that sound stuck up?

      “The only reason to wear Lucky jeans is if you plan on unzipping them.”

      This was true.

      “And your Mark Ecko glittery Star Wars shirt? You’re pulling out the big guns.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean your boobs look huge in that shirt.”

      Ah, that’s what she means.

      “I just happened to grab the first thing I saw,” I lied.

      “I guess you just lucked out,” Paris was smirking at me as I checked out my reflection one more time in the full-length mirror.

      Luckily for us the conversation couldn’t digress any further. There was a sharp rap on the door. I reached over and opened it.

      For a second, it was like all the air was sucked out of the room. Aric stepped in with little ceremony – and yet I couldn’t help but hear the theme to Star Wars suddenly play in my head. How he could make simple jeans, a tank top and a blue flannel look so appealing was beyond me.

      Paris must have realized that I wasn’t speaking – mostly because I was so busy internally drooling – so she decided to fill the conversational gap. “You look nice, Aric.”

      I noticed Brittany had perked up on the couch and was running her fingers through her snarled hair. She should have tried running some shampoo through it, too.

      Aric looked confused. “I always look like this.”

      Paris smiled. “I bet you do.”

      I grabbed Aric’s arm and pulled him out the door, tossing Paris a cursory wave behind my back as we went.

      “Where are you going?” Brittany asked.

      I paused and turned back. “We’re going to Zilwaukee to see if we can find anyone that knew Tara.”

      “That sounds like fun. If you wait, I’ll get showered and go with you?”

      Paris shot Brittany a look. “I think they’re fine going by themselves.”

      Brittany either didn’t seem to notice Paris’ not-so-subtle hint or didn’t care. “We can cover more ground with three people.”

      Aric took a long look at Brittany as she got to her feet. He took in her flannel pajamas, snarled hair and runny nose and immediately started shaking his head.

      “I have a truck,” he offered. “There’s only room for two of us.”

      Brittany look disappointed. As we shut the door, I heard Paris smack the back of Brittany’s head. “You idiot.”

      “What?” Brittany whined.

      “You don’t horn in on someone else’s date.”

      “I didn’t think it was a date.”

      “Look at him. Of course it’s a date.”

      I shut the door and turned to see Aric’s reaction. He was eyeing me with a wolfish grin. “This is a date?”

      “I didn’t say that. Paris said that. I know you don’t think it’s a date.”

      Aric followed me down the hall quietly. “If this isn’t a date, it’s too bad you had to break out the tight jeans and your very special Star Wars shirt.”

      I swung around to see the merriment in his eyes. “I’ll have you know, all of my Star Wars shirts are very special.”

      When we got down to the parking lot, Aric led me to his Ford pickup truck. It wasn’t exactly new – but it did have a cool retro feel to it. It was slate gray, and the interior was a well-worn black leather. It felt comfortable. As I slid into the passenger seat, I couldn’t help but be relieved that the cab was clearly too small for the two of us to have sex in, because for some reason all I could think about was getting out of my tight jeans and running my fingers through his thick black hair.

      I turned to Aric and – I swear – it seemed like he was reading my mind. His gaze looked hot for a second – and then it was replaced by a sly smirk. I decided to ignore him.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I know what you were thinking.”

      “What was I thinking?”

      “That you wanted check out my X-Wing.”

      Aric looked confused for a second – and then my double entendre must have become clear. “That’s the first time anyone has ever propositioned me with a Star Wars analogy.”

      “That wasn’t a proposition.”

      “What was it?”

      “When it’s a proposition – you’ll know it’s a proposition.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      The ride to Zilwaukee was boring. Thankfully, it wasn’t too long. I had never been to Zilwaukee, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’m glad I wasn’t expecting too much. I definitely would have been disappointed.

      Aric and I parked at a local diner. There weren’t a lot of options – and this was the first place we found that wasn’t akin to an armpit made out of wood and abandoned vehicles.

      “This place is bleak,” Aric said.

      “Compared to what?”

      “Compared to everything.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      We made our way into the diner and found a table. To no one’s surprise – especially mine – it was sticky.

      “So what’s the plan?” I was trying to keep my elbows from the table while I searched my purse for a wet nap. Maybe we should have brought Brittany, after all. She always had wet naps.

      “We have lunch, feel out the room and then ask about Tara.”

      “We’re eating here?”

      “Don’t be such a snob,” Aric admonished me.

      “Just because I’m worried about eating road kill does not make me a snob.”

      Aric gave me a warning look as the waitress came to the table. I couldn’t help but smile when I took in her orange polyester uniform, acrylic nails and ratted hair. The 1980s had officially came to this town – and never left.

      I watched Aric smile winningly at the waitress. “What are your specials?”

      I noticed that the waitress had straightened her previously bent posture and was now pushing her ample boobs into Aric’s face. He didn’t look impressed.

      “Well, honey, we have chicken pot pie on special today.”

      Yuck.

      “I’ll have a cheeseburger with everything and fries,” Aric smiled.

      “You got it, sweetheart,” the waitress started to move away.

      “What about me?”

      The waitress swung around. “Oh, sorry, honey, I forgot all about you. What do you want?”

      I couldn’t help but notice that the waitress – who had a nametag that read Fern – was looking at Aric and smiling flirtatiously.

      “I’ll have a chicken sandwich with lettuce and tomato and an order of fries,” I grumbled.

      After Fern left I turned to Aric expectantly. “What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “You and the waitress.”

      “I was placing an order.”

      “Oh please.”

      “You’re cute when you’re jealous.”

      “I’m not jealous of someone named Fern that is stuck in the 80s.”

      Aric just smiled knowingly.

      When our lunch came, I was surprised at how good it looked. “This looks great,” I said to Fern.

      “This is the best restaurant in town.”

      “How many restaurants are there?”

      “This is the only one.”

      “So it’s the best and worst restaurant in town at the same time,” I laughed at my own joke.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      After we ate, Aric called Fern over. “Actually, Fern, we’re here looking for someone.” His voice was friendly – but the minute he opened his mouth Fern’s demeanor changed.

      “Are you a cop?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you looking for someone?”

      Aric paused for a second. He clearly didn’t know how to proceed.

      “We’re students at Covenant,” I supplied. “My roommate was killed the other night. She said she was from Zilwaukee. We just want to pay our condolences to her family.”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. It wasn’t exactly the truth either.

      Fern looked genuinely surprised. She turned her full attention to me for the first time since we came into the diner. “That is awful.”

      I pulled my phone out and showed Fern a picture of Tara. “Her name is Tara Thompson.”

      Fern took the phone from me and stared at the photo a second. She looked confused. I figured that was a perpetual state for her.

      “Do you know her?”

      “Yeah, I know her.”

      “You do?” Despite myself I was surprised. I figured this was going to be a dead end. “Do you know where we can find Tara’s parents?”

      “Why do you keep calling her Tara?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That’s not her name.”

      “What’s her name?” Aric asked.

      “That’s Lola,” Fern said.

      “Lola? Lola Thompson?”

      “No, Lola Winters.”

      I was actually speechless.

      “How do you know Lola?” Aric seemed to be looking for a specific answer.

      “We went to school together.”

      I looked Fern up and down again. She looked forty.

      “That can’t be right,” I said carefully. “Tara … I mean Lola … was twenty-two.”

      “No, Lola was thirty-eight.”

      I shook my camera in front of Fern again. “This girl was not thirty-eight. Are you sure it’s Lola?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure although,” Fern bit her bottom lip in obvious confusion.

      “Although what?”

      “I haven’t seen Lola since we graduated from high school and she looks exactly the same. How can that be?”

      “Maybe Lola has a daughter?”

      “Maybe.” Fern didn’t seem convinced. “They look exactly alike, though.”

      “Lots of daughters look like their moms,” I supplied.

      “Not like twins, though,” Fern said.

      I turned to look at Aric. For his part, he seemed lost in thought.

      “When was the last time you saw Lola?”

      “High school graduation,” Fern said.

      “Were you friends?”

      “It’s a small town. Everyone knew each other. No one was really friends with Lola, though.”

      “Why?”

      “She was just … different.”

      “Different how?”

      “You know, she was just weird. No one really liked her.”

      “What? Did she sit in the back of the room and eat her hair? Was she a bully? How was she different?”

      “I don’t know,” Fern seemed put off by my aggressive questions. “She was just different. She dressed all in black. People say she was a witch.”

      “A witch? Like she was obnoxious to be around?”

      “No, like she went out into the woods and sacrificed animals.”

      “She sacrificed animals?”

      “I mean, I never saw her do it. That was just the rumor.”

      I looked to Aric for help. He was still lost in his own thoughts.

      “Is Lola’s family still around?”

      Fern thought for a second and then shook her head. “No. Her mom left when she did and that was her only family.”

      “What about her father?”

      “I never met her father. I’m not even sure she ever met him. She sure never talked about him.”

      Fern didn’t have any more information. Aric paid our bill and we silently went back out to his truck. When we climbed into the cab, I turned to him. “What does this mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are witches real?”

      Aric shrugged. It was like he was tuning me out.

      “Why are you being so quiet all of a sudden?”

      “Just thinking,” Aric replied absently.

      The rest of the ride back to the school didn’t go much better. When we got to the dorms, he didn’t even bother saying goodbye to me.

      As I exited the truck I turned to him.

      “I don’t know what your deal is, but I don’t appreciate being frozen out here.”

      “I’m not freezing you out. I’m thinking.”

      I met Aric’s eyes for a minute. As I did, I realized he was lying. I didn’t know what about – or even how I knew he was lying -- I just knew.

      “Fine!”

      I slammed the door shut and stormed into the building.

      I didn’t turn around to see if Aric watched me enter the building. I was beyond caring at this point.
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      The next few weeks were uneventful.

      The school packed up Tara’s belongings and took them away. I never found out where.

      I’d stayed away from Aric and Rafael. I was done with men. What? I was.

      I was also done with Professor Blake’s little monster school, too. At least for now. He had questioned me about my reticence. I admitted that I wasn’t ready to join the cause. In truth, I didn’t know if I believed in his cause. There are monsters and there are monsters. As irritated as I was with Rafael – and especially Aric – I didn’t believe they were monsters. The jury was still out on Professor Blake.

      Life slowly reverted to normal. I got in a groove with my classes. Paris finally broke up with Mike and she and Mark were flirting incessantly. Brittany had even gotten her swagger back and was back to stalking Rick No. 1 in the dorm hallway – which wasn’t going over well with Matilda. She was spending more time with the girls down the hall – which I encouraged.

      Homecoming weekend was upon us – and while I didn’t care about football, I was up for a fun party.

      “I’m going to the Alpha Chi party,” Brittany announced.

      I couldn’t believe it. “Don’t you remember what happened last time?”

      “Yes, but we don’t know it was them.”

      “We don’t know it wasn’t them either. Why would you take that chance?”

      “Even if one of them did it, that doesn’t mean all of them are behind it,” Brittany huffed.

      I figured that was code for “these are the hottest guys on campus.”

      “You’re on your own tonight,” I cautioned her. “I’m not going to rescue you.”

      “I don’t need you to rescue me.”

      Right.

      Brittany decided to get ready with the girls down the hall. I don’t think she liked the dark looks I kept shooting at her. Good.

      After she left, Paris seemed to be tip-toeing around me. She clearly had something to say to me and wasn’t sure how to approach it.

      “What?” I finally exploded.

      “You know we can’t let her go to that party alone.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “Zoe, come on. It’s too dangerous. She’s an easy mark.”

      “She makes herself an easy mark.”

      “I know she does. Are you going to be able to forgive yourself if something happens to her?”

      “I’ll throw a party.”

      Paris gave me a disappointed look. “I don’t believe that.”

      I blew out a sigh. Neither did I.

      I grudgingly agreed to go to the party with Paris. “If she does one stupid thing I’m going to drag her out of there by her bottle blonde hair.”

      “Look at it this way,” Paris soothed. “We can use the party as an excuse to snoop around and see what they’re doing.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      Paris looked at me with mild disbelief.

      “What?”

      “You’re a busybody.”

      “I am not a busybody.”

      “Yes you are.”

      I was quiet for a minute. “If we sneak around we have to be careful about it. If they catch us, things could go south quick.”

      Paris smirked.

      “I am not a busybody,” I muttered.

      We watched television in silence for a while. Paris finally spoke. “What are you going to wear?”

      “Jeans and a T-shirt.”

      “Your good jeans and your good T-shirt?”

      “I don’t know, why?”

      “Well, Aric will probably be there … .”

      “So,” I bristled. I hadn’t spoken to Aric since he had turned into a block of ice and dropped me off in front of the dorms. Screw Aric.

      “I’m just saying, he’ll probably be there.”

      “Well, good for him,” I grumbled.

      Paris gave me a knowing look. I wasn’t that fond of her right now, either.

      The Homecoming game was at 6 p.m. Paris and I declined to go. I was even happier about that choice when I saw Brittany and her new friends walk down the hallway with their faces painted and clad in college sweatshirts. It looked like the school had thrown up their own colors and it had landed on certain people. Blech.

      Paris and I got ready for the party. Brittany and her new friends were going right from the game to the party. I couldn’t wait to see what that face paint looked like after a few beers.

      When we got to the party, I was surprised to see that the entire frat house had been decorated for Halloween – which was a full week away.

      “Looks like they’re in the holiday spirit,” Paris mused.

      Personally, I found the purple lights, gruesome pumpkins and spider webs creepy. Maybe it was just creepy because the fraternity brothers were spending their days drugging women? That’s all I could think about for a second, though, that the frat brothers were trying to catch these women in their web.

      There was a large bonfire in the backyard, and that’s where Paris and I headed. We had brought our own beer. We weren’t taking any chances.

      When we got to the backyard, we each popped open a bottle and surveyed the situation. It looked like a giant orgy to me. Couples were either freaking on the makeshift dance floor or pawing each other in the darkened corners.

      My gaze landed on Brittany – and I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. She had changed her clothes between the game and the party. She was wearing a low-cut top and she was flirting like a madwoman. Unfortunately she was flirting with Will.

      Paris followed my gaze and swallowed hard.

      “I’m going to kill her,” I seethed.

      “Don’t make a scene.”

      “Why not? She deserves it.”

      “Yes, she does. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

      I was genuinely torn. Paris had a point. It could be dangerous to draw attention to ourselves. Brittany was a flaming slut, though. My rage won out.

      I stomped up to Brittany and gave her a pointed look. She looked surprised to see me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Partying. What are you doing?”

      “Just hanging out.” Brittany looked uncomfortable. She was going to be a lot more uncomfortable when I put my boot up her ass.

      For his part, Will had the grace to look embarrassed. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said in a low voice.

      I couldn’t help but notice the victorious look that shot across Brittany’s face.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be here long,” I said.

      “If they see you … .” Will seemed conflicted.

      “If who sees her?” Brittany looked confused.

      “I’m not here for them,” I answered shortly. “I just wanted to make sure no one drugged Brittany’s drink and took advantage of her.”

      Brittany looked surprised – and touched.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I turned to her. “I’m over any protective feelings.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” She looked offended.

      “You don’t go after your roommate’s ex-boyfriend,” I said bitterly.

      “I wasn’t going after him,” Brittany lied. “We were just talking. I can’t help it if he’s interested me.”

      “I’m not interested in her,” Will said hastily.

      Brittany looked offended. Good.

      “How can you not be interested in me?” Brittany was bordering on shrill. “You can’t possibly still be interested in her!”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      “She’s a total bitch and she was a total bitch to you,” Brittany continued.

      “That’s not exactly what happened,” Will said, looking at his feet.

      Well, at least he wasn’t throwing me under the bus.

      “We were both at fault,” he said.

      “How was I at fault?”

      “You know how you were at fault,” Will looked around nervously. “Keep your voice down.”

      “You know what? You’re right.” Will looked surprised. “I’m done. I’m so done here. I’m going to find Paris and we’re going to leave. We won’t be back.”

      I saw Brittany start bitching at Will as I left. “Do you think she’s prettier than me?”

      Will looked like he would rather be just about anywhere than where he was right now.

      Paris was still standing where I left her. Unfortunately, Aric was standing beside her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Paris saw me approaching, though. “How did that go?”

      “Just how you would expect.”

      Aric turned to greet me. The smile that had been plastered on his face disappeared when he saw the anger radiating from me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, now you care?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I haven’t heard from you in weeks!”

      “You could have called me, too. Or does your phone only receive calls?”

      “Why would I do that when you were the one lying and acting like an asshole?”

      “I wasn’t acting like an asshole.”

      “But you were lying, weren’t you?”

      Aric averted his gaze from me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Huh, another lie.”

      I grabbed Paris’ arm and started to drag her away. “We’re leaving.”

      “What about Brittany?”

      “She’s on her own.”

      Paris looked like she was going to argue and then changed her mind and followed me. Aric just watched us go.

      When we got to the front of the buildings, I swerved to the building on the left – the empty one.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Shh.”

      I looked around to see if anyone was watching us. Thankfully, everyone was still in the backyard. “We’re looking around.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “They know we’re here, though,” she said.

      “I’m done caring.”

      I walked up the steps and opened the front door and stepped inside. Paris looked like she was going to balk at first, but then resignation washed over her pale features. She followed me inside. Neither one of us could have been prepared for what we were about to see – or rather the person we were about to see.

      “Omigod, Tara,” Paris exclaimed.

      Tara looked as surprised to see us as we were to see her.

      “What are you doing here? We have to hide.”
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      Tara dragged Paris and me into the room roughly, glancing nervously outside before shutting the door behind us.

      “What are you doing here?” She turned on us abruptly.

      “Looking to see what they’re up to,” I admitted. I saw no sense in lying. There was no lie I could make up that would be plausible.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” she said, looking between us. “Especially you,” she said nodding at me.

      “Because I know what they are?”

      “Because you know what we all are.”

      Paris looked surprised. “You’re a wolf, too?”

      “I see you told her.”

      “She’s trustworthy,” I said.

      “I know she is. Where’s Brittany?”

      “She’s outside – being not so trustworthy,” I responded.

      If she was curious, Tara kept her questions to herself. “You need to get out of here.”

      “No way! I want some answers.”

      “I don’t have time to give you any,” Tara argued.

      “Do you really think we’re going to just let our dead roommate walk away? Well, walk away again?”

      Tara sighed. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, but there was no way around it.”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning,” Paris prodded.

      Tara looked like she wanted to argue. One look at our determined faces, though, and she decided against it.

      “I had no choice,” she said. “I had to fake my death.”

      “Why?”

      “I was in danger.”

      “From who?”

      “The vampires.”

      “What vampires?” I feigned ignorance.

      “Don’t,” Tara admonished me. “We don’t have time for this. I know you know. Everyone knows you know.”

      “How does everyone know that?”

      “We are just as aware of what Blake and his cronies are up to as he is of what is going on throughout this campus.”

      I didn’t tell her that Blake really had no idea what was going on – especially at the Alpha Chi house. Or, at least he had no idea until I told him. I doubted that little admission would win any points with her.

      “If everyone knows about each other, then why don’t they just confront each other?”

      Tara shrugged. “That would be too easy, I guess.”

      “Why did you fake your death?” Paris asked.

      “I told you, I had to protect myself. It wasn’t planned. When I saw Rafael in the bar, though, I knew I was in trouble.”

      “Rafael?”

      “You know him?” Tara narrowed her eyes.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “He keeps showing up.”

      “Where did you first meet him?”

      “Mike’s party – that first night we went there.”

      Tara looked surprised. “I was at that party and I didn’t see him.”

      “He was on the balcony.”

      “Did you know he was a vampire?”

      “Not then,” I admitted.

      “When did you find out?”

      “After Blake took me to his monster academy.”

      “And that was after the incident at the frat house?”

      “Well, actually ... .”

      “Well, actually what?”

      “I’ve been there a couple times,” I said. “The first time was before the incident at the frat house.”

      “What did he want from you?”

      “To join the cause,” I said simply.

      “That makes sense,” Tara said. “They’ve always wanted you because of where you come from.”

      “Everyone keeps saying that, and yet I had no idea any of that was supposedly going on,” I said. “I didn’t know about wolves.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Well, it’s true.”

      Tara looked at me dubiously.

      “It’s true. I had no idea. Even when Blake told me about it I still had trouble believing it.”

      Tara shook her head. “I don’t know why you would be kept in the dark – and we don’t have time to figure that out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Zoe, I can’t protect you from the pack,” she said. “I’m not in charge. I have no pull. They’re already irritated with me about faking my death.”

      “How did you do that, by the way?” Paris asked.

      “It wasn’t easy.”

      “You want to expand on that?”

      “Not right now. It’s too long of a story.”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “Move,” she said simply. “Again.”

      “Where are you going to move?”

      “Some place where I can be safe.”

      “Where is that?”

      “I don’t know. I just want to go to school and be a normal person. I don’t want to be in all this pack crap. I don’t want to be threatened by vampires. I just want to be a person.”

      “Why are the vampires after you?”

      “I don’t even know if they know anymore,” Tara admitted. “For as long as I’ve been alive I’ve just been told to hide from vampires because they want to wipe us all out.”

      “But why?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” she said. “It’s a grudge match, if you ask me. Both their kind and our kind want to be the reigning kings of the hill. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Why don’t you, I don’t know, have designated wolf areas and designated vampire areas? I mean, that wouldn’t solve the Blake problem, but that would solve the other problem.”

      “That’s the way I was for years,” Tara explained. “The thing is, without someone to fight, wolves get bored.”

      “And vampires?”

      “I don’t know them well enough to speak for them.”

      We all froze when we heard a door open at the back of the house. Tara looked terrified. She pushed us toward the front door. “Go. I’ll find you when I can to say goodbye.”

      The look on her face was enough to convince me, so Paris and I disappeared through the front door. We looked around furtively and crossed the street. No one had seen us. When we made it to the end of the block, I pulled Paris into the bushes and forced her to crouch down alongside me.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Waiting.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to see what happens.”

      We waited and waited and waited – for what seemed like hours. In reality, it was probably only fifteen minutes. That’s when the door Paris and I had escaped through opened again.

      This time it was Tara that stepped out. She looked around. Not seeing anyone, she anxiously started down the sidewalk. Paris looked like she was going to stand and go after Tara, but I grabbed her and pulled her back down. I put my finger to my lips to warn her to be silent. She looked perplexed, but did as I told her to.

      When Tara reached the corner, she turned it quickly, heading away from us. I waited about two minutes and then stood up and started to cross the street after her.

      “Where are we going?” Paris whispered.

      “We’re following her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because her story doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know it doesn’t. She didn’t have time to explain.”

      “No, she didn’t want to explain. She didn’t want us to find her.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Just call it intuition.”

      Paris looked doubtful but followed me.

      “Where do you think she’s going?”

      “Someplace we can get answers.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”
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      Paris and I trailed a full two blocks behind Tara. We knew we ran the risk of losing her in the dark – but neither of us was stealthy enough to pull any closer. Luckily, we didn’t have that far to travel.

      Tara wasn’t embarking on some long trek. In fact, she merely made a wide loop around the property. I realized, when she skirted into a darkened building, that the house she had entered backed up to the back of the Alpha Chi property.

      Paris and I both huddled underneath a tree across the road from the house. We weren’t sure how to proceed.

      “What do you think?” Paris asked.

      “I think that this all feels like a weird set-up,” I admitted.

      “What makes you say that? The fact that we just ran into our dead roommate and that she suspiciously walked out of a frat house that is filled with wolves, but she only went around the block and entered a dark house that is probably filled with certain doom?”

      “Sarcasm isn’t going to help us at this point,” I chastised.

      “Who was being sarcastic?”

      I bit my lower lip as I looked at the house. I wasn’t sure what to do. I knew entering the house was a stupid idea – but I couldn’t exactly walk away either.

      “Why don’t we sneak around and see if we can see in through a window?” Paris offered.

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “No it’s not – but I know you won’t leave and I don’t want to try and sneak into the house.”

      We quietly made our way toward the house, slipping inside the hedge on the left side of the structure before we got to the front porch. I was hopeful no one in the house was staring out the window. If they were, everything we were about to do was a waste of time.

      The first window was dark – and dirty. I wrapped the lip of my hoodie over my wrist and tried to clear a small area so we could see into the house. As far as I could tell, there was nothing in the room. It was so dark, though, I couldn’t be certain.

      We shuffled down to the next window – but we didn’t have any luck there either.

      “Let’s go to the back of the house,” Paris whispered.

      I nodded and we moved further down the side of the house. In my attempt to be quiet, I should have paid more attention, because my shoe snagged on the root of the hedge as I tried to move into the backyard and I sprawled out into the open. Probably not my best move, especially since there were about thirty wolves watching me as I brushed the knees of my jeans off and looked up. Paris rushed out to help me and froze when she saw all the eyes focused on us.

      Tara was standing in the middle of the wolves. She didn’t look surprised to see us. In fact, she looked satisfied.

      “I knew you couldn’t just go home,” she said smugly.

      “We wanted to make sure you were alright,” Paris whispered.

      “I didn’t,” I offered. “I just wanted to see what you were up to.”

      Tara smirked. “I bet you wish you had just let it go?”

      “Not particularly,” I lied.

      “Don’t worry,” she soothed. “You will.”

      Tara motioned to the wolves and they surrounded Paris and me. There really was no sense of running off. We’d never make it.

      I put up a minimal struggle when a couple of sets of rough hands grabbed my arms. “Let go of me, dog breath,” I seethed.

      Tara pointed to a picnic table on the far side of the property. “Go sit there and shut up,” she ordered.

      “I will go over there and sit – but only because my knee hurts,” I sniffed.

      Paris kicked my shin. “Stop antagonizing them.”

      “Why? They’re going to kill us anyway.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Tara said, her eyes hardening.

      “Why not just do it now?” Paris asked Tara. I think she was still appealing to Tara’s sense of humanity. I was fairly certain that -- if Tara ever had any humanity – it was long gone.

      “It’s not your turn yet,” Tara supplied.

      “Whose turn is it?” Paris asked, her voice sounded like a squeak more than anything else. Tara ignored her.

      “Your name is Lola, isn’t it?” I don’t know why I said it. If there was even a chance of us getting out of here, I had just blown it. I never did know when to keep my mouth shut.

      Tara froze in surprise. “Who told you that?”

      “I went to Zilwaukee.” Might as well let it all out.

      “Why would you do that?” I could tell Tara was angry. She was just barely controlling her rage.

      “We couldn’t figure out why no one came to pick up your stuff,” I said honestly. “We wanted to send our condolences to your parents. Then we realized that you never mentioned your parents.”

      “So you went to Zilwaukee?”

      “Not right away. We Googled you first.”

      “You Googled me?”

      “And when we came up with nothing we thought that was weird – so I went to Zilwaukee.” I decided not to mention Aric. I didn’t think it mattered at this point, but if there was a way to protect him I had to try.

      “No one knows me as Tara in Zilwaukee,” Tara said grimly.

      “No, but someone recognized your picture. She said your name was Lola.”

      “What picture?”

      “The ones on my phone that I took at that first party.”

      “I didn’t see you taking any pictures.”

      “I wasn’t hiding it.”

      Tara frowned. “Who recognized me?”

      Uh-oh. “A waitress at a diner.” Not a lie.

      Tara seemed to think about it for a second and then her jaw set in a grim line. “It was Fern, wasn’t it?”

      “Who’s Fern?”

      “She never could mind her own business.”

      “Well, to be fair, I took the picture to her. She didn’t seek me out.”

      “That’s true,” Tara said eyeing me. “This really is all your fault.”

      “Have you been talking to my mom?”

      Tara smiled despite herself. “It’s too bad. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to kill you. You’ve put me in a very untenable position.”

      “Forget that for a second, how do you still look like you’re twenty-two?”

      Tara regarded me with a hint of mirth. She must have decided that it didn’t really matter what she told me since she was going to kill me anyways. “It’s a glamour.”

      “What’s a glamour?”

      “It’s a spell,” Paris had finally found her voice.

      “You’re a witch?” I was surprised. “I thought you were a wolf?”

      “I’m both.”

      I turned incredulously to Paris. “You didn’t tell me that was even possible.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be possible?”

      “I don’t know – it’s like double-dipping.”

      “She’s not a potato chip,” Paris grumbled.

      Tara watched us argue with bemusement. “I can’t believe you’re my arch nemesis,” she sighed.

      “Your arch nemesis? You need to stop watching soap operas – or reading comic books – or whatever it is that you’re doing.”

      Tara’s previous amusement fled her face. “Do you really think making fun of me is the best way to go here?”

      “Well, you’re going to kill us anyway and I’m not big on groveling, so I don’t see the point of that. Even now.”

      “The warrior to the end,” Tara smirked.

      “I’m not a warrior,” I argued. “I’m just a person.”

      “You really have no idea what you are, do you?” Tara seemed to want an honest answer.

      “You’re like the fifth person to say that to me in the last few weeks,” I admitted. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

      Tara met my gaze solidly. “That’s too bad.”

      “You could tell me.”

      “Even I don’t know all that you are,” she admitted. “And I don’t think it’s my place to tell you.”

      “Well, since I’m going to die and you’re the only one that knows,” I tried again.

      “I don’t have enough time,” she said. “I might actually tell you if I had time.”

      “Why? What’s going to happen now?”

      Tara stood expectantly and turned to the other wolves. While we had been talking, they had constructed a crude bonfire. I noticed – with a certain amount of trepidation – that they had erected two crosses in the center of the bonfire. That couldn’t be good.

      Tara saw where my eyes had traveled and laughed out loud. For a second, I pictured her in a straight-jacket. I think sanity had fled Tara a long time ago – maybe when she was still known as Lola.

      “Those aren’t for you,” Tara soothed.

      “Well that’s good.” I forced a smile.

      “Who are they for?” Paris’ question was so quiet I barely heard it.

      “Those are for our special guests,” Tara smiled evilly. “What I have planned for the two of you is much, much worse.”

      Well, that was comforting.

      I didn’t get a chance to ask who the “special guests” were. I heard a commotion from inside the house and I saw two figures being wrestled out to the backyard. One was clearly a male and the other was clearly a female.

      I strained to see if I could recognize them – but they both had canvas sacks over their heads.

      The wolves forced them to the crosses and proceeded to tie them up like they were creepy scarecrows. Scarecrows that were still alive and struggling desperately for their lives.

      “They’re stringing them up like Jesus Christ,” Paris breathed.

      Huh. I hadn’t noticed that symbolism.

      “They’re not crucifying them,” I offered. At least I hoped that wasn’t the next step. From what I could tell, their arms were just being spread eagle and tied to the cross arms. Their feet were drawn together and tied around the bottom of the crosses – a mere two inches above the bonfire area.

      “Well, that’s a small favor,” Paris tried for a lame joke. She looked pained when she finished.

      I put my hand reassuringly on her arm. “We’ll figure something out,” I promised.

      “You don’t mean that,” Paris said.

      “I mean it. I just don’t know if it’s feasible,” I admitted.

      We both turned our attention to the crosses – where Tara walked up and dramatically removed the bags from her guests’ heads.

      I don’t know what I was expecting – but seeing Rafael’s disheveled black locks tumble down around his shoulders wasn’t it.

      When I turned to see who was trussed up beside him I practically choked. It was Brittany.
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      My heart felt like it was going to leap out of my chest. That’s when it wasn’t lodged in my throat. This couldn’t be happening.

      I glanced at Paris – but her eyes were glued on the scene in front of us. I think she’d lost the ability to blink, let alone speak.

      Rafael’s eyes searched the crowd and landed on me. He seemed surprised to see me. Frankly, I didn’t blame him.

      Brittany just seemed confused. “What is going on?” She sounded like a wounded bird.

      Rafael slid his gaze sideways and took in Brittany’s disheveled appearance. He immediately turned his attention back to me. Tara noticed and she shifted her gaze back and forth between us.

      “Just how well do you two know each other?”

      “I already told you,” I snapped. I glared at her as I got to my feet. A steady growl went through the assembled wolves. I noticed they’d made a circle around us. I didn’t like this one bit.

      I scanned the crowd hopelessly. I didn’t see any wolves that I recognized unfortunately – except for Brett. Why didn’t that surprise me? Brett sidled through the assembled wolves and took his position next to Tara. They smiled at each other – and I couldn’t help but notice the adoration washing over his face.

      “Good grief,” I lamented. “Are you two a couple?”

      Tara frowned at me. “I told you I had a boyfriend.”

      “You didn’t tell me he was a sociopath that drugged women.”

      I couldn’t help but feel a little smug when I saw the confused look wash over her face.

      “What is she talking about?” Tara turned to Brett with her hands on her hips. “You told me she made that up.”

      “She did,” Brett averted his gaze.

      “He’s lying. That’s a tell,” I crowed.

      Tara seemed to agree. “Were you drugging women to have sex with them?”

      “I said no,” Brett practically bellowed.

      “I think she’s right and you’re lying.”

      Good. I’d sufficiently derailed the current stake burning for a few minutes. I needed to think.

      Paris was looking to me for cues. Brittany was desperately struggling against her restraints – all the while making this really annoying mewling noise. And Rafael was just hanging there like he didn’t have a care in the world. Well, actually, he kept shaking his head occasionally, but I got the impression he was more upset about his hair being out of place than anything else.

      “You know what? You say that you’re different, but you’re a typical man,” Tara was still raging. “It’s all about you and your needs.”

      “Who found a body to substitute out for you to fake your death?” Brett wasn’t backing down.

      “Oh, big deal, you broke into the morgue. You’re such a big man.”

      “What is your deal? Is it that time of the month?”

      All the wolves sucked in a breath and looked at Tara to see what her reaction would be.

      “Oh, that’s always your excuse for why I don’t want to sleep with you,” Tara complained. “Did you ever think it’s you?”

      “Me? I am great in bed.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Anyone I’ve ever slept with.”

      “Well, they’re lying.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Just a tip, jackrabbit humping me isn’t going to get me off. It’s not going to get anyone off but you.”

      “You screamed like it got you off.”

      “Yeah, you imagined that. I have never screamed during sex with you.” Tara focused her eyes back on me. “What is it with all guys thinking they’re awesome at sex?”

      I’d often wondered that myself. “I think they learn it from porn.”

      Tara thought about it a second. “That makes sense. Porn isn’t even remotely realistic and yet men act like the second they climb on you that you’re having an orgasm. They’re so stupid.”

      Brett looked irate. The rest of the wolves just looked confused. I could only hope they were as stupid as they looked.

      “Can you do anything?” I hissed to Paris.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, can you start them on fire?”

      “I’m not that kind of witch.”

      “What kind of witch are you?”

      “I’m a solitary practitioner.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It basically means I can read people’s auras and make a few potions.”

      “You can read people’s auras? Well that should be helpful.”

      “No one needs your sarcasm.”

      Tara was still belittling Brett. If I had to guess, his package had shrunk to the size of a carrot stick and raisins. On second thought, it probably looked like that all the time. That would explain why he was always overcompensating.

      I looked up and met Rafael’s steady gaze again. I guess I was hoping he’d figure his own way out of this mess, because I was certainly at a loss for ideas.

      Tara and Brett had finally stopped sniping at each other. Crap.

      “We are gathered here tonight to make our offering to Samhain,” Tara started in an ominous voice. Good grief.

      “Halloween isn’t for another week,” I offered. What? I was trying to help.

      “I know,” Tara acknowledged with a shrug. “We’re all busy on Halloween. No one wanted to give up the big Halloween party.”

      Oh.

      “So, what are you trying to accomplish here?” I knew I was getting desperate to stall for time, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      “We’re sacrificing two tributes to appease Samhain,” Brett answered simply.

      “Why?”

      “So he will reward us.”

      “With what?”

      Brett looked blank. He turned to Tara. “What are we asking for again?”

      “We’re not asking for anything,” Tara sighed. “We’re just trying to appease our God.”

      Something occurred to me. “You’re lying.”

      Tara turned a glare in my direction. “I am not.”

      “You don’t even believe in this Samhain nonsense. You’re just doing this as a cover to kill Rafael.” I don’t know why I said it. The minute I uttered it out loud, though, I knew it was the truth.

      Tara looked uncomfortable. I knew I’d hit the nail on the head.

      Brett turned to her expectantly. “That’s not true. Is it?”

      “When you saw Rafael at the bar that night you freaked out.” I still had no idea why. “You faked your death. You did that really quickly, by the way. Kudos. Then, when you found out that I knew Rafael, that’s when you really freaked out.”

      Brett didn’t look convinced. “We’ve had this planned for weeks.”

      “Yeah, since Rafael saw Tara.”

      Brett turned to Tara with a questioning look. He didn’t say anything, but I could see his mind working. It looked like it was taxing him.

      I turned to Rafael. “What’s the deal between the two of you?”

      Rafael seemed surprised to be addressed. “I’ve known her. For a long time.”

      “Since she was Lola, right?”

      Rafael looked surprised. “You’ve been busy, Nancy Drew.”

      “And how did you know Lola?”

      Rafael set his jaw. “Lola has been killing my kind for 20 years. She started with my father.”

      “You had a father who was a vampire? I thought you had to get bit to be a vampire?”

      “Not always.”

      My head was spinning. Maybe I should have paid more attention to Blake and his teachings. I was starting to feel guilty for just dismissing him. Cripes. Who needs that?

      “You’re father had it coming,” Tara seethed. “He hunted my family for years.”

      “Maybe that’s because you were evil,” Rafael countered.

      I could believe that.

      “We were not evil! We were just trying to survive.”

      Rafael glowered at Tara. I had no idea which version of truth was the right one. I just knew that I wasn’t in the mood to watch a human barbecue.

      “Why don’t you just agree to disagree?” I offered.

      “It’s too late for that.”

      I figured that’s what she would say.

      I turned to the assembled wolves. “So, you’re willing to kill two people for a grudge match between a witch and vampire?”

      Brett shrugged. “We don’t really have a choice now do we? And, by my count, we’re going to have to kill four people.”

      “He’s talking about us,” Paris muttered.

      “Thanks, I figured that out.” She really was no help in a crisis.

      “How are you going to explain the disappearances of all four of us?”

      “Vampires disappear all the time,” Tara explained.

      “And three roommates?”

      Tara paused.

      “She has a point,” Brett looked worried.

      “We’ll go back to the dorm after this and take all their stuff. People will think they all took off together.”

      “Why would we do that?”

      “Who knows? The police won’t look that hard. Trust me. I put a very simple glamour on a week-old body and they not only believed it was me, but never questioned the disappearance of the other body. Cops are stupid.”

      After meeting the two idiots that came to our room, I couldn’t help but agree. Double crap.

      “Light the fire,” Tara instructed Brett.

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out a lighter and obediently made his way over to the stacked wood.

      “What about your little ceremony?” I asked desperately.

      “You’ve erased the need for that,” Tara said with a wicked smile. “Thank you. All that pretense was going to be tiresome.”

      That’s me, always being helpful.

      I got to my feet again. I had no idea what I was going to do. I just knew I couldn’t let this happen.

      Brittany picked this moment to start wailing. “What did I ever do to you?”

      Tara regarded her like a bug on a windshield. “You just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I won’t tell anyone. I promise. Just let me go.”

      “I don’t believe you. You have a moral code. A really, really annoying moral code that no one – not even you – can live up to.”

      “I thought we were friends,” Brittany whimpered.

      “You thought wrong,” Tara said simply.

      “Why did you come here?” I asked.

      “I decided it would be fun to go to college,” Tara said. “You saw where I grew up. I never had a chance. Now that I had the money, I didn’t see why I couldn’t give it a shot. It wasn’t exactly what I thought it would be – and that was before Rafael showed up and ruined everything.”

      “What did you think it would be?”

      “I don’t know. Parties. Fun. Not all these classes and annoying little boys and girls in heat.”

      “We’re teenagers. Of course we’re in heat. That’s what teenagers do.”

      “I may still look like a teenager, but I haven’t been one in a very long time. I guess I forgot.” She was so matter-of-fact. It was grating.

      “Why not just leave?”

      “Oh, I will. After I tie up a few loose ends.”

      Brittany was now sniveling like a two-year-old that had her favorite toy taken away. I wanted to smack her myself. Of course, I wasn’t the one tied to a pyre.

      “And what loose ends would those be?”

      I had no idea where the voice came from – but I recognized it. Aric had arrived. Great. He was big, but he wasn’t big enough to take out thirty wolves and a crazy woman. We were all going to die together.

      I searched the crowd for him. I noticed the circle of wolves opening to the left. I was surprised to see that Aric wasn’t alone. He had a cadre of wolves with him – including Will.

      Aric’s gaze met mine. “You can’t keep out of trouble, can you?”

      “How did you find us?”

      “I followed your scent.”

      “That’s a little gross.”

      Will was looking at the both of us. He didn’t look happy. At least he was here, though.

      Tara stepped to the middle of the circle and frowned when she saw Aric and the other wolves. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m not letting you do this.”

      “Why do you even care? It’s just a vampire and three little girls.”

      “I don’t care about the vampire,” Aric said, sliding a disapproving glance to Rafael. “I care about the little girls.”

      I think I’d just been insulted.

      For the first time that night, Tara looked nervous. I took that as a good sign. I saw that the rest of the wolves that she had amassed also looked uncomfortable. Brett stepped forward. I could tell he was jittery.

      “I command you all to go back to the frat house.”

      Aric snickered. “Sit down.”

      I was a little impressed at Aric’s swagger. I was even more impressed when Brett obeyed him.

      “What are you doing?” Tara was incredulous.

      Brett averted her gaze.

      I couldn’t help but notice that some of Brett’s wolves had started slinking away into the dark. Tara noticed, too.

      “Where are you wimps going?”

      “That’s the way to appeal to them,” I smirked. “Call them names.”

      Tara pointed her finger at me angrily. “Shut your mouth.”

      “You shut your mouth.”

      “No, you shut your mouth.”

      “Will you both shut your mouths?” Rafael was looking irritated. He met Aric’s gaze. “You want to get me down from here?”

      “Not particularly,” he growled. Aric turned to me. “Go cut him down.”

      I skirted around Tara and made my way to Rafael. I wasn’t keen on being bossed around. I figured having Rafael free could only be helpful at this point, though. I plucked the knife from Brett’s hands. He didn’t argue.

      “Don’t you untie him,” Tara warned.

      I didn’t listen to her. I quickly cut Rafael’s bonds and then moved over to Brittany. Rafael rubbed his wrists, but he didn’t move from the middle of the woodpile. After I freed Brittany, she stumbled over to Paris and dissolved into tears as she wedged herself next to her on the picnic table bench. Paris absently rubbed her back. Her eyes never left Tara, though. She was still dangerous.

      When I turned back to the scene, I noticed that there were only about five wolves from Tara’s contingent left. Aric’s wolves could easily take them. Tara was the wild card – and it didn’t look like she was backing down.

      “That’s it,” she bellowed. “I will handle this myself you cowards.”

      Tara reached into the inside pocket of her jacket and pulled out … a gun. What the hell?

      “A gun? You brought a gun to a werewolf fight? That is unbelievable.”

      “What did you think I was pulling out? A magic wand?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      “You’re so naïve.”

      “Let me guess. There’s silver bullets in there?”

      “But of course.”

      “I was joking.”

      “I’m not.”

      I noticed Aric had shifted slightly when she pulled the gun. To his credit, though, he didn’t back away.

      “Can those kill you?” I was looking at him.

      Aric nodded absentmindedly. He never took his eyes from the gun.

      “You can’t shoot him,” I appealed to Tara.

      “Why? Because you love him?”

      “I don’t love him,” I scoffed. “I just met him. This isn’t some Twilight bullshit.”

      “Those books are total crap,” Tara agreed.

      “I love those books,” Brittany sniffed.

      “You would,” Tara snorted.

      Tara pulled back the hammer on the gun and leveled it at Aric. “You ruined this for me.”

      “You ruined it for yourself.”

      “Oh, good grief.” Rafael had moved from his spot on top of the bonfire. He picked up a branch from the bonfire and shoved it through Tara’s chest from behind. I saw what he was doing as he was doing it and somehow my mind was having trouble registering what was happening.

      Tara didn’t look like it hurt. In fact, she looked more surprised than anything else. She cast a glance over her shoulder and met Rafael’s gaze. “Congratulations,” she rasped. “You killed my entire clan.”

      “Right back at you,” Rafael seethed. He then wrenched the branch back out of Tara and she crumpled. To be more exact, her clothes crumpled. She was gone.

      Paris and Brittany gasped. I curiously moved over to the pile of clothes and nudged them with my foot. There was nothing there, though.

      “Where did she go?”

      “She’s dead.”

      “There’s no body.”

      Rafael shrugged. “She’s dead. Don’t worry.”

      “Chatty as always, I see.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “How about thank you? You know, for saving your life?”

      “You didn’t save my life.”

      “The hell I didn’t.”

      “Is this really the time for this?” Paris was trying to disengage herself from Brittany’s clingy embrace. It wasn’t exactly working.

      “How do you figure you saved him?” Aric was looking nonplussed.

      “Because if I hadn’t been here they would have started him on fire long before you showed up.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Oh, please. I suppose you want credit for saving us.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “Did you ever consider this might not have happened if you just told me what you knew instead of hiding like a little ferret for the past couple of weeks?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You knew that Tara was Lola after we went to Zilwaukee.”

      “Why would you go to Zilwaukee with him?” Will had finally found his voice.

      “Why do you care?”

      “I’m just curious,” Will started studying his shoes.

      “We went to try and track down Tara’s family. When we got back, he disappeared like … like a disappearing guy.”

      “Nice analogy.”

      “Screw you.”

      “You people are unbelievable!” Brittany was on her feet and she wasn’t exactly what I would call happy. “I almost died tonight and all you care about is your little soap opera.”

      “Simmer down,” Aric ordered.

      Brittany was having none of it. “You are not the boss of me!”

      “Brittany, calm down.”

      Brittany swung around and grabbed the arm of my coat. “And you! You have been keeping secrets. Secrets that could have gotten me killed.”

      “Well, if you had listened to me and stayed away from my ex-boyfriend none of this would have happened to you.”

      Brittany looked chastised.

      “Why do you care if she hits on your ex-boyfriend?” Aric was glaring at me.

      “That’s a good question.” Great. Now Rafael was getting involved in the situation.

      “Why do you care?” Aric was now facing Rafael.

      “Why do you care?”

      You know who didn’t care anymore? Me. I was suddenly tired. I turned and started to walk away from the house. The wolves that had come with Aric parted to let me through. None of them said anything. I couldn’t help but think they were relieved to see me go.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take a shower and go to bed. You people make me tired.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the term went by in a blur.

      Brittany was back to her annoying self within a few days. It was almost as if she had forgotten what had happened. Unfortunately, whenever we got into an argument, she brought up the fact that my secrecy had put her life in danger. It was a long couple of weeks.

      Paris and Mark were still flirting – but the relationship hadn’t moved any further. Mark was recruiting her for the monster academy. She hadn’t committed yet, but I had a feeling she would eventually. I didn’t know how to feel about that.

      I’d run into Will on campus about a week after the event. Things had been cordial, but unfamiliar.

      I hadn’t seen Rafael. I was actually relieved about that. I didn’t know what to say to him. I was torn between thanking him and smacking him. He had shoved a piece of wood into the chest of my roommate, after all. Sure, she was going to burn him at the stake, but the whole thing was still so surreal.

      Aric had stopped by the dorm. I’d made Paris lie and tell him I wasn’t there. I wasn’t ready to deal with him either.

      Before we knew it, the semester was over and we were all going home for Christmas break.

      “Things will be better next semester,” Brittany announced brightly.

      Yeah, she’s not the quickest redneck at the frog pond.

      I was actually relieved to find myself back in my old bedroom, surrounded by my childhood stuffed animals, and the familiar smells of home. Sure, it was a bummer to have my parents constantly watching my every move, but it was only two weeks, though.

      As I went about my daily activities, I occasionally found my parents watching me thoughtfully. They could tell something was different, they just didn’t know what. I had no intention of filling them in – at least not yet.

      The day after Christmas, I was sitting on the couch and reading a magazine – someone needs to start the entire Kardashian clan on fire -- when there was a knock on the door.

      It was winter in Northern Lower Michigan, so the days were getting shorter. It wasn’t even 6 p.m. yet and already dark. When I opened the door, I got the surprise of my life.

      “What are you doing here?” I looked over my shoulder. Neither of my parents was in the general vicinity.

      “We need to talk.” My guest pushed his way into the house without waiting to let me invite him in.

      “We can talk when we get back to campus.”

      “This can’t wait.” My guest’s dark hair was messy from the wind outside and his dark eyes were fierce.

      “Now what? Another witch? Another stake burning?”

      “No. The pack is coming for you.”
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Fagt Wl and
Westament

1, May Belladonwna Pottey, resident in the City of Moeustone Bay, County of
Shadow |atk, Island of Mowwstone Bay, being of sound mind and disposing
memory and not acting under duress or undue influence, and fully
understanding the nature and extent of all my property and of this disposition
thereof, do hereby make, publish, and declare this document to be my Last
Will and Testament, and do hereby revoke any and all other wills and codicils
heretofore made by me.

I direct that all my debts, and expenses of my last illness, funeral, and burial,
be paid as soon after my death as may be reasonably convenient, and I hereby
authorize my Personal Representative Ved Baxtey, hereinafter appointed, to
settle and discharge, in his or her absolute discretion, any claims made against
my estate. [ am to be buried in the Moonstone Bay Cemetery, no embalming,
with a statue of my choosing to be put in place within six weeks of my death. If
I should be seen after my death, my final resting place is to be moved
accordingly.

The entire residue of the property owned by me at my death, real and
personal and wherever situate, I devise and bequeath to Hadleyy Wualey, of
(liaton Township, County of PMacemb, State of WMichigaa should (she) survive me
by thirty (30) days, otherwise to Ptovastone Bay Hiclorical Presewvalion Team, of
Movwstone Bay, County of Shadew Latk, Island of Movwstoae Bay. If both Hadley
Husilez and PMoowstone Bay Historical Presexvation Team fail to survive me by thirty
(30) days then I give and devise the residue of my estate to my Personal
Representative fed Baxter as well as the WMovustone Bay Powlown Pevelopmedl
Puthorily to distribute to a variety of charities he/they sees fit.

1f Ned Baxter fails or ceases to so serve, then I nominate Wesley Puaham of
Movastone Bay, County of Shadew L4k, Island of Movwsline Bay to serve.

1, the undersigned May Belladenra Potter, do hereby declare that I sign and
execute this instrument as my last Will, that [ sign it willingly in the presence

of each of the undersigned witnesses, and that I execute it as my free and
voluntary act for the purposes herein expressed, on this 5TH day of May, 2015.

Yoy Belladonns Potter
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These witches will win your hearts
.. and tickle your funny bone.

Visit the Winchester witches in Hemlock Cove.
You'll never want to leave again.

Laughter, love, magic.
Wicked Witches of the Midwest





images/00008.jpeg
Want to know more about
Griffin and Aisling?
Visit the Grimlocks and find out about life, death,
laughter and love.

The sarcasm is off the charts.
The Aisling Grimlock Series
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(Covenant College is more than an
educational institution.

Zoe and Aric are destined for greatness, if they
can survive everything life has to throw at them.

7

Their love will
last a lifetime.

Covenant College
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