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      It’s been a long journey from the initial release of Autumn Thorns. Now the series is back in my hands, where it belongs, and I can offer you new books in the series, like The Phantom Queen. Whisper Hollow is a magical place for me, and its denizens lurk deep in my subconscious. They’ve missed being out and about on the page. I hope you enjoy the new adventure, and future ones to come.

      I have a usual list of suspects whom I owe a great deal to when I’m writing a book. To my husband, Samwise, who is one of the most supportive men I’ve ever met, and who has been an excellent assistant. To Andria and Jenn, my assistants, who help make it possible for me to write seven to eight books a year and stay sane. To my Urban Fantasy Authors group—I’ve never met writers so supportive as they are, and to a few friends in specific: Shawntelle Madison, Mandy Roth, Michelle Pillow, Jo Yantz, Carol Padovan, Scotty Talley, Tiffany Merkel, and my beloved niece Jade.

      Also, thank you to all of my readers who stuck with me as I made the transition from trad to indie publishing. When you buy my books and support my fan base, I can write more of the worlds you love. Thank you for remaining patient as I worked on getting the rights back to this series.

      To my furbles—Calypso, Brighid (the cat, not the goddess), Morgana, and Missur Apple. And lastly, to Ukko, Rauni, Mielikki, Tapio, and Brighid (the goddess, not the cat)—my spiritual foundation.

      You can find me on the web at Galenorn.com. Subscribe to my mailing list to get all updates, and if you like the books, please consider leaving a review!

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to The Phantom Queen

          

        

      

    

    
      Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead...

      Fifteen years ago, I ran away from Whisper Hollow, Washington, a small town on Crescent Lake in the Olympic Peninsula. But truth is, if you were born here, you can never really leave. I’m Kerris Fellwater, and I’m a spirit shaman. It’s my responsibility to drive the dead back to their graves, because around Whisper Hollow, people—and secrets—don’t always stay buried.

      Veronica, Queen of the Unliving, requests my presence. Something has happened in Whisper Hollow—there’s a new menace around, and it’s not only attacking the living, but also the denizens of her Court. Now, Bryan and I must enlist the help of the dead in order to keep the spirit world—and the citizens of Whisper Hollow—safe.

      Reading Order of the Series:

      
        	Book 1: Autumn Thorns

        	Book 2: Shadow Silence

        	Book 3: Phantom Queen

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Advice For Visitors To Whisper Hollow

          

        

      

    

    
      THE RULES:

      1. if you hear someone call your name from the forest, don’t answer.

      2. never interrupt ellia when she’s playing to the dead.

      3. if you see the girl in the window, set your affairs in order.

      4. try not to end up in the hospital.

      5. if the Crow Man summons you, follow him.

      6. remember: sometimes the foul are actually fair.

      7. and most important: don’t drive down by the lake at night.

      

      Whisper Hollow: where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: The Morrígan

          

        

      

    

    
      The Morrígan, Night Mare Queen and Goddess of Sovereignty, Queen of Shapeshifters and Mother of the Fae, culls the dead from the battlefield and gathers them to her under the embrace of her feathered cloak. She is mother to the Bean Nighe and the Bean Sidhe, the sirens of the spirit world, who warn of death to come by vision and by song. She is mother to the Crow Man, who haunts the woodlands of the world, carrying her messages to other realms. The Crow Man walks before the goddess, announcing her appearance. He speaks through the raven and the crow, and to ignore his summons is to ignore the gods. Do so at your own risk.

      But not all dead wish to stay in their shadowed realm, and not all dead understand the reality of their situation. In some lands, the energy of the Veil is so strong that spirits can walk freely between the worlds. And so the Goddess of Crows engendered nine great families—the bloodline passing through the maternal side—of women born to drive the wandering ghosts back into their graves, to stand between the dead and the living as protectors. The Morrígan’s daughters, known as the spirit shamans, are charged with these duties.

      To each spirit shaman, a match is born—a shapeshifter by birth from one of the chosen clans. He will be her protector and guardian and they will be forever bound. And to each spirit shaman, a lament singer will be assigned—a daughter of the Bean Sidhe. She will bring her magical songs to complete the triad. Together, these triads will protect the portals of the world that lead into the realm of Spirit, and keep the dead from flooding the land of the living.

      From: Legends of the spirit shamans

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I had no sooner dropped my bag o’ tricks on the kitchen table when my phone rang again. Crap. Sophia. I stared at the caller ID, not wanting to pick up. All week long it had been one report after another. First over on Spruce Street, a poltergeist had chased Mrs. Burman out of her house. Then a Haunt near the grade school was trying to lure children away from the schoolyard. And Old Man Jenkins showed up in his daughter’s backyard, fresh out of the grave, even though Ellia and I had escorted him to Penelope and the Veil not two weeks ago.

      Then today, August Hamilton had returned from the beyond.

      The past week had been crazy-making trying to deal with the spirits. With a sigh, I dropped into a chair by the table and punched the talk button, dreading what was coming my way next.

      “Hey, what is it now?”

      Sophia Castillo was the chief of police, and she knew I was the first stop for all things spooky.

      “I hate to bother you so soon after my last call, but I think we have an even bigger issue. Someone just moved into the old Johnson place a few days ago. A woman named Mandy Theos called me an hour ago, frantic because she thinks someone’s inside the house with her. I sent Frank out there, and he looked around but didn’t find anybody. I don’t know if she knows about the history of the place, but she just called again and said that now she’s hearing strange noises coming from the attic.”

      “Well, of course she is. Ezra Johnson’s still hanging out there and he and his family have become so entrenched in the land that the best course of action is to raze the house and plant a few trees and call it as good as it gets.” I groaned. Ten to one, Jack Walters, one of the greediest real estate agents in town, had sold the property to the Theos family. Nobody else in town would even touch the Johnson house, not with its history. “You want me to go over there and talk to her?”

      “I was thinking it might be best. The last thing we want is for the ghosts there to possess her and send her on a murder spree.” Sophia sounded as tired as I felt. “I thought the news might be best, coming from you.”

      “Maybe I can convince Oriel, Ivy, and Ellia to go with me. We can do a welcome-wagon thing and find out what we can about Mandy and her family and whether she knew what she was getting into.” I stifled a yawn. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open. Ellia and I just drove August Hamilton back to his grave, by the way. So he shouldn’t be bothering the playground again.”

      August Hamilton had been fourteen when the Lady took him into her watery depths. Ellia and my grandmother had escorted him to the Veil, but apparently he had managed to cross back over. Penelope had been as irritated as I was when I dragged his ass back to her. For some reason, the dead were rising faster than we could keep up with them, and spirits who should have been on their merry way to a new life had come wandering back to town.

      “Thank gods for small favors,” Sophia said. “Call me after you talk to Mandy. I’d like to know who sold her that house. There’s no law against it, but…”

      “But whoever did it needs a good talking to,” I finished for her.

      “Just what I was thinking.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was eight thirty, on a Monday night. Too late to pay a visit to Mandy Theos. I said good-bye to Sophia and put in quick calls to Ivy—my grandmother; Oriel—the Heart of Whisper Hollow; and Ellia, who groaned when I came on the line. She was tired too. Garnering their promises to meet me at Mandy’s at ten the next morning with welcome-wagon gifts in hand, I finally turned off my phone and trudged into the living room.

      Bryan was out of town for a meeting, so I had the house to myself. Dropping onto the sofa, I turned on the TV and curled up to watch The Great British Bake-Off with all three of my Maine Coons curled up on my legs. Before I realized what was happening, I fell asleep, dead to the world.
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      My name is Kerris Fellwater, and I’m the spirit shaman of Whisper Hollow. I was born into a great family lineage. I’m the fiftieth generation of spirit shamans from my family. We’ve passed down the title for centuries, from within the mists of time. I know very little about my family line, but I’m looking for answers, and I’m trying to learn.

      My grandma Lila was the spirit shaman of Whisper Hollow before me. The post skipped a generation because my mother was murdered. If she had lived, she would have taken the post over from my grandmother. So I came to it early, and I’m learning the hard way. I ran away when I was eighteen, trying to escape my destiny, trying to escape Whisper Hollow and its ever-present ghosts. But destiny won out, and I returned home when Grandma Lila died, giving in to the path that had been set before me.

      Together with Ellia, my lament singer, who sings the dead to sleep, and Bryan, my wolf-shifter guardian and fiancé, we keep the spirits in check, escorting them to Penelope the Gatekeeper.

      My life surrounds death, and it’s everywhere I look, everywhere I turn. The spirits are more real to me than some people. I live in a world of mist and shadow, of dark nights by the graveside. I walk under the moon, whispering to the Crow Man. I am a Daughter of the Morrígan, and this is my journey. Until the day I die, I will bear her mark on my back.

      I’ve accepted my fate, finally, but now comes the job of settling into the work, of finding my way through this labyrinth of the dead, all the while avoiding the enemies of the Morrígan who would like to see every spirit shaman wiped off the face of the earth. The latter task? Not quite so easy.
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      “Love? Love…wake up.”

      The words trickled into my brain and I blinked, squinting against the overhead light that I had forgotten to turn off. I groaned, pushing myself up so I was sitting against the back of the sofa. Bryan had edged himself onto the seat beside me. He looked beat.

      “You look like I feel,” I said, yawning as I struggled to sit up. I glanced at the grandfather clock against the wall, next to the entertainment hutch. It was two a.m. I had been asleep for a little over six hours. I had climbed into my nightgown and settled down to watch a movie. That was the last thing I remembered. “Oh, man, I must have crashed hard.”

      Bryan wrapped his arms around me, pulling me in. I closed my eyes as he kissed me, floating in the warmth of his lips against mine. “I missed you,” he whispered, running his hand through my hair. “I missed you so much. I hate being away from you.”

      “I missed you too,” I said, leaning against his shoulder. “I don’t like it when you’re gone. The house feels too empty.” I floated for a moment in the shelter of his embrace, wanting to stay like this forever.

      “If you don’t act now, you’ll miss out on this stupendous buy!” The TV was still on, and some infomercial was trying to sell me the most marvelous face cream in the world.

      With a groan, I looked around for the remote. It was on the floor next to the sofa, so I leaned across Bryan’s lap, wincing at the crick in my back as I managed to get hold of it. I turned off the TV, tossing the remote on the side table.

      “Perfect position, huh?” I asked, grinning. My face was two inches from his crotch.

      “If I weren’t so jet-lagged, I’d call your bluff,” Bryan said, rolling me back up and kissing my nose. “Damn, I missed you.”

      I giggled, curling back into the niche of his arm. “That’s a lot of miles to cover in so short of a time.”

      “You’re not kidding.” He had been visiting Ireland for a couple of days to take care of business matters with one of his international antique businesses. “Two international flights in four days is too many. Are you all right? Was everything okay while I was gone?” He was anxious and I knew he felt guilty for leaving.

      As my guardian, he was supposed to be at my beck and call any time, day or night, should I need him. But there had been some sort of crisis that he couldn’t delegate and so I had told him to go, take care of matters, and not worry.

      “Ellia and I have been run ragged the past few days, but luckily, we were able to handle matters. Don’t worry—I’m fine. Just tired. But how did it go? How was your trip?” I leaned in to kiss him again. “Did you take care of whatever was wrong?”

      “Not exactly. The meeting was tense. I’ve decided to close the business. Apparently, the manager has been running it into the ground and the effort to save it would be more time and money than I want to invest. I’ll write it off as a loss. I fired his sorry ass, though, with pleasure.” Bryan let out a little growl.

      Bryan Tierney was a wolf shifter. His icy-blue eyes were ringed with black, and his shaggy wheat-colored hair hung down to his shoulders. He had a five-o’clock shadow, and was starting the bare beginnings of a mustache. He was wearing a pair of tight jeans, with a button-down green shirt and a pair of punkish motorcycle boots that had five thick straps that buckled across the lacing. They had thick rubber soles for traction. He had draped his leather jacket over the rocking chair, and his suitcase was sitting on the living room floor next to it.

      “I’m sorry, that sucks.” I tried to stifle a yawn, but it was no use. “I love you, I’m glad you’re back, and I’m still so tired I want to drop. Come to bed?”

      He kissed me again, and I could feel him stirring. “I need a shower.”

      “I don’t care.” As tired as I was, I was hungrier for him. I straddled him, stripping off my nightgown. He pressed his lips to my throat and I moaned, dropping my head back. Every time Bryan touched me, it was a reaffirmation of life. Every time he kissed me, it reminded me that I might walk hand-in-hand with death, but I was also alive and the moonlight would turn to sun, and the morning would follow the darkness.

      “Let’s go, woman.” He gathered me up in his arms as though I was as light as a feather as I wrapped my legs around him, and he carried me into the bedroom, laying me down on the bed. His eyes grew even more icy as he stripped off his shirt, exposing the rippling muscles that crossed his chest.

      I opened my arms to him and pulled him down, riding on the warmth of his body, swimming in the depths of his love. He was my guardian, and he would protect me in the depths of any darkness that came. He was my wolf, and I was his mate. As he loved me, fully and wholly, kissing every inch of my body, I drifted in and out of the magic we wove together—the magic of the Morrígan.
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      “Go to sleep,” he whispered when we were finished. He drew the covers up over my shoulders. “I’ll stay up the rest of the night and tomorrow, and then hit the sheets early tomorrow night.”

      Grateful that he was home, I snuggled down and closed my eyes. Agent H—my Maine Coon brown tabby with massively tufted ears—curled up by my feet. Daphne had stayed out in the living room with Bryan, and Gabby was asleep on one of the heating vents. Agent H’s steady purr—audible all the way from the bottom of the bed—lulled me back to sleep and once again, I closed my eyes and crashed.
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      Morning broke through my sleep on the wafting scent of bacon, eggs, and pancakes. I sat up, my mouth watering.

      Bryan was a good cook, though I was no slouch in the kitchen either, and he loved making breakfast for me. My appetite warred with my need for a shower, but finally the grime won out. I quickly lathered up and rinsed off, my long black hair pulled back in a high ponytail so I wouldn’t get it wet. As I dried off and slipped into a bra—underwire to corral my 38F girls—and panties, I remembered what he had said about his business.

      Bryan didn’t need to work, but he liked doing so. He was a business mogul of some sort, and he loved every minute of it. But the closure of any small business was sad, and I felt bad for him. I quickly applied my makeup, winging the eyeliner out in cat’s eyes, and then decided on a pair of pale blue jeans and a cobalt blue turtleneck. It was cold outside, and I needed to pay a visit to Mandy Theos later this morning.

      I zipped up a pair of leather ankle boots, fastened a silver belt around my waist, and brushed out my hair, glancing back in the mirror for one last reassuring glance. I was working out regularly, and the toning was beginning to show. I was a solid size eight, and fine with it, but I wanted to be a strong and fit size eight as well.

      “Good morning!” I called ahead as I entered the kitchen.

      Bryan was by the stove, pouring more batter into a pan. A stack of pancakes sat on the counter, along with a plate of bacon, and a skillet of scrambled eggs sat on the back burner. The smell of freshly pulled espresso filled the air, making my morning complete.

      He held out one arm and I slid into it, kissing him. “Thank you for last night. I needed you.”

      “I always need you,” he said. “You’re my mate, Kerris. My partner. And come this autumn, you’ll be my wife.”

      He handed me a plate and I held it out while he scooped scrambled eggs onto it, and I stabbed three pancakes and set them next to the eggs, then added six slices of bacon. As I carried my plate over to the table, I saw that he had made me a triple-shot mocha, and I slid into my chair, content.

      “You’re the best. But aren’t you tired?”

      “Yeah, but if I sleep now, I won’t sleep tonight,” he said from the stove. Finishing up the last pancake, he stacked his plate high with food and sat down opposite me. “How did you sleep?”

      “Like a log. Man, I was exhausted last night. But you helped me relax so that my dreams were easy.” I told him about chasing the ghosts around the playground. “August is now back across the Veil, but Penelope said she’s not sure if he’ll stay there. She’s not even sure how the spirits are getting free to return. Oh, in further news, I get to play welcome wagon today. Somebody moved into the old Johnson house this week and they’re already having problems.”

      Bryan paused, his fork mid-air. “Who the hell would move into that place?”

      “Obviously someone new to Whisper Hollow. Someone who hasn’t figured out yet that the place is haunted by a psychopathic ghost.” I rolled my eyes. “Oriel, Ivy, Ellia, and I are going over to welcome her to Whisper Hollow, and to warn her about the place. The woman has already called Sophia twice about suspicious noises inside the house. Sophia sent Frank over but, of course, he found nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Bryan buttered his pancakes. “I know it’s haunted, but is it bad? Can they manage to live with the spirits?”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t bet on it. The Johnson place is dangerous. It’s so bad that it’s seen a string of over fifty renters since 1962. Ezra Johnson went nuts and slaughtered his family. Nobody’s lasted there more than a few months, and a few of the renters have been hurt. The two or three families who actually bought the house didn’t last more than a week or two before putting it back on the market. The real estate agency who owns it—or who did, it might have changed hands—used to warn people, but you always get the crazies who think living in a haunted house might be fun. And it’s all fun and games until Casper turns into the Headless Horseman.”

      While we ate our breakfast, he told me about his troubled business and how the manager had bungled things so badly there was no hope for anything except to cut his losses and run. “I tell you, the guy I hired for the job put on a good show and his resume checked out, but he just wasn’t able to hold it together.”

      I was about to ask how much he had lost when my phone rang. I groaned, glancing at the caller ID. Sophia again. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Kerris. I know you’re going over to see Mandy Theos today, but I wanted to give you a heads-up. Tiger Reine? Went into the lake about half an hour ago.” Her voice was hushed.

      I stared at the table for a moment. I barely knew who Tiger was, other than the fact that he was in his twenties and he liked to ride around town on a Harley.

      “Did he drive off the road?” I asked.

      “Looks like it. Skid marks show he tried to stop, but he broke right through the guard rail and went over, bike and all.” She let out a long sigh. “He didn’t make it out.”

      “Crap, everything seems to be happening this week. All right, I’ll tell Ellia. Let me know if a body surfaces in the next few days. If not, I’ll talk to Penelope and we’ll perform the rites to drag him out of the Lady’s clutches.” With that, I signed off. I glanced over at Bryan, who was watching me closely.

      “The Lady take another one?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, Tiger Reine. He was barely twenty-four, I think. That seems so young.” But the Lady didn’t care. The Lady took who she would and nothing mattered to her—age, gender, class. Young and old, rich or poor, she lured them in. I leaned back, rubbing my head. “Most likely, Ellia and I will have to drag his spirit out of the water and deliver it to Penelope in a few days. I swear, if one more thing happens this week, I’m going to scream.”

      I pushed my chair out from the table. “All right. I need to gather a few things together that say welcome to the neighborhood and meet the Matriarchs over at the Johnson house.” I glanced at the backyard. The rain was pouring in the bleak morning. The snow had melted, but reports were predicting another round in the next day or so. Most of our snow came during January and February in Western Washington. For once, I realized that I was craving sunlight.

      It would be a nice change, that was for sure.
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      The town of Whisper Hollow rests out on the Olympic Peninsula, on the edge of Lake Crescent near the Strait of Juan de Fuca. The peninsula is home to all sorts of odd creatures and spirits, and we’re easily the most haunted spot in Washington State. Living on the edge of the ocean, we get the winds that come in off the Straits. They howl through the night and rock the forest and topple long-rooted timbers. Out here, we try to be self-sufficient, because too often, we’re on our own. While we aren’t that far from Seattle as the crow flies, it takes several hours and a ferry or two to get there. We might as well be isolated in our own world when bad things happen.

      While there are other small towns around here, Port Angeles and Port Townsend namely, really, we’re all sitting on the edge of the wild.

      The Olympic National Forest is an old-growth temperate rain forest, one of the only temperate rain forests in the lower forty-eight. Deep in the heart of the woodland, the forest is saturated with rain—the Olympic Peninsula gets over four hundred inches of rain a year. Sasquatch lives in the depths of all that moss and mildew, as well as the Grey Man, and the spirits of miners and loggers from ages past. There are tribal lands nearby, and the Native Americans weren’t all that friendly and peaceful around these parts, not surprising since a stream of settlers invaded and took over their lands. Homesteaders lived here, and they died here.

      Whisper Hollow has its own agenda. Built over a convergence of ley lines, the town is home to a wayward set of spirits, not all of which are human, and not all of which are actually dead. From elementary school on, we’re all taught the rules, and we remember and follow them. To ignore them is to invite trouble—more trouble than it’s wise to incur. I remember reciting them aloud in first grade:

      
        	If you hear someone call your name from the forest, don’t answer.

        	Never interrupt Ellia when she’s playing to the dead.

        	If you see the Girl in the Window, set your affairs in order.

        	Try not to end up in the hospital.

        	If the Crow Man summons you, follow him.

        	Remember: Sometimes the foul are actually fair.

        	And most important: Don’t drive down by the lake at night.

      

      Follow the rules and you stand a good chance of surviving. Don’t follow them, and no one can vouch for your safety.

      But Whisper Hollow holds its own charm and magic, too, and if the town wants you to stay, it will welcome you in and never let you go. Even if you do manage to escape, chances are good it will summon you back, like it did with me. Despite the danger, despite the hauntings, I love Whisper Hollow. And now that I’m here, I’ll never leave again.
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      I slid on my jacket and picked up the basket I had managed to put together. I had added mini-muffins, a bottle of wine, a bottle of sparkling apple cider, oranges and apples and some bananas, an unopened box of chocolate, and a sheet of paper on which I had written the names and numbers of a reliable plumber, handyman, Dr. Corbin’s phone number, and several other services that newcomers might need.

      “I’m leaving,” I called over my shoulder. Bryan was still in the kitchen, washing up from breakfast. I suspected he was too tired to do much else.

      “Are you coming right back?” he asked, drying his hands on a dish towel as he peeked out into the living room.

      I shook my head. “I have some errands to run, so I won’t be home for a while. You should take a nap while I’m gone.”

      “I might at that,” he said, yawning widely. “As long as you’re out, we could use something for dinner, unless you want takeout. There’s not much in the fridge.”

      I picked up the basket, draped it over my arm, and headed out. As I got into my CRV, I realized how very different my life was from a year ago. And I had to admit, as spooky and dangerous as it could be, I was grateful for everything that I’d gone through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Oriel’s big old SUV was waiting as I pulled alongside the curb in front of the Johnson house. Ellia and Ivy were with her; I could see them through the windows of the car. I turned off the ignition and slid out of my car, pocketing my keys.

      One look at the old house set me on guard. Why anybody would want to take it on was beyond me, even barring the ghosts. Fixing it up would take a massive amount of money and time.

      The house was one of those giant houses built back when families were large and the owners had money. It could have been beautiful, if it wasn’t weathered and left to decay.

      A two-story Georgian-style house with a balcony directly over the front porch, it hearkened back to days long gone. With octagonal towers on either end, the house was large and symmetrical. The front porch was supported by four large columns, and above the porch was a balcony, again supported by columns. An ornate railing ran across the entire balcony, and the same type of railing connected the columns on the front porch that guarded the entrance, set on delicate balusters that had been hand carved.

      But as beautiful as the house had once been, the siding was weathered, the last paint job peeling off in large flakes. There were cracks on some of the columns, and the porch steps looked precarious, the boards splintered and breaking.

      The yard wore the same air of neglect, the tangle of foliage barren for the winter and looking like a brown spiderweb. Even the trees looked scraggly and forlorn. The entire lot—the house sat on a large parcel of land, at least three lots in one—felt hushed and predatory.

      I walked over to Ivy, my paternal grandmother. A shapeshifter, she looked barely older than me. She gave me a kiss on the cheek as I took my place beside her. Oriel and Ellia joined us. Oriel was the Heart of Whisper Hollow, sort of like the spirit of the town incarnate. Ellia, my lament singer, was the third member of the Matriarchs who watched over the town. The women had no official say, but everybody respected them and most everyone listened to their warnings and suggestions.

      “I remember when I was little, the stories were still making the rounds of how Ezra Johnson went stark crazy and killed his family, then himself,” Ellia said. She was seventy-five years old, but she cut a tall, regal figure, who moved and looked like she was far younger. With silver hair that hung down to her mid-back, she wove magic with her music. She held up a gloved hand, pointing to one of the upper windows. “That’s where they found the younger children in that room, strangled.”

      I shuddered. “They’re still here. The children, and more. I don’t think anybody who’s died on this land has ever left. I can feel them all.” Even as I spoke, a wisp of fog moved across the front porch and vanished through the wall. “Do you know if Grandma Lila ever tried to clear this place?”

      “Your grandmother tried, and so did your great-grandmother, but neither were successful,” Ellia said. “I played for both of them when they came out here, but the spirits were too traumatized to listen. Ezra’s rage tainted the ground, even after he killed his wife and kids. It binds them all here, and they’re locked into the land.”

      “Then they’re doomed.” I chewed on my lip, wishing I could do something to break the cycle. Sometimes, when humans were killed so brutally, they couldn’t move on, and if they stayed long enough in an area, they became part of the setting where they died.

      If we were lucky, they became part of the Mournful Dead—those who relived their deaths over and over, but seldom interacted with the living. If the Mournful Dead were rooted into the land, they would spend eternity re-enacting their deaths until one day, they faded away like old film. But spirits who were tied to the land could also become Haunts, dangerous to both the living and the dead. Haunts were angry, and out to cause as much havoc and pain as they could.

      “Well, I suppose we should go talk to Mandy,” I said after a moment. I started up the walk, trying to ignore the whisper of ghosts around me. It was like a constant breeze in the background, a susurration of wind ruffling my hair as it tried to get my attention.

      As we cautiously ascended the porch steps, avoiding the rotten boards, it crossed my mind that the Theos family must have been desperate to buy this place. Even the head-blind should be able to sense the anger and despair clinging to the walls.

      I rang the bell. I couldn’t hear any sound from inside, so I raised the heavy knocker and let it drop on the door.

      A moment later, a rather frantic-looking woman opened it. She was wearing sweat pants and a T-shirt with a long cardigan, and her red hair was pulled back in a messy bun. She gave us the once-over, looking puzzled.

      “Yes? May I help you?”

      “Hi, are you Mandy Theos? We’re here to welcome you to Whisper Hollow,” I said, lifting the basket so she could see it. “My name is Kerris Fellwater, and this is Oriel Woodbury, Ivy Primrose, and Ellia Volkov. I guess you might call us the welcome wagon.”

      Hesitating for a moment, Mandy finally stepped back and asked us in. “It’s a mess. I just moved in last week.” She flashed us a forced smile, looking anything but pleased.

      As we entered the foyer, I caught a glimpse of a child on the stairwell behind her. The girl was misty, and looked pissed off. She caught my gaze and tilted her head to the side, holding up one finger and shaking it at me in an oh no you don’t gesture. Disconcerted, I tried to focus on Mandy as she led us into a side room—a living room by the looks of it—but the ghost’s piercing stare remained in my thoughts.

      Ellia cleared her throat. “Ms. Theos—”

      “Mandy, please,” the woman said, moving several boxes off the sofa so that we could sit down. “I’d offer you coffee, but my coffeemaker died this morning.”

      “Mandy,” Ellia continued, “we’re curious. What drew you to Whisper Hollow?”

      Looking startled, Mandy shrugged. “Several things, actually. I came out here for a vacation, and ended up driving by one day. I decided to stop in. I was visiting Port Townsend and wanted to drive along the strait. As I drove through Whisper Hollow, I just knew that I wanted to live here. That I belonged here.”

      “Whisper Hollow’s a lovely town, but it’s got its eccentricities—” I began to say, but Mandy stopped me.

      “If you’re talking about the ‘rules’ posted at the entrance to the town, well, I get the whole tourist thing. Like Forks and Twilight—right?” She laughed. “Whatever brings in the tourists.”

      Oriel cleared her throat. “Not exactly. Twilight was fiction. The rules of Whisper Hollow aren’t. Pay attention to them. They’ll keep you alive.” She sounded so serious that Mandy’s smile slipped away and she slowly lowered herself into an armchair nearest my end of the sofa. “I don’t mean to frighten you, but if you truly are drawn to live here, we have to talk to you about the nature of this town. Especially since you chose this house to live in.”

      “It’s old, yes…but…” Sounding less certain, Mandy glanced at each of us in turn.

      Seeking reassurance, I thought.

      “Oriel’s right,” Ivy said. “Sophia—the chief of police—mentioned you had called in a couple times reporting odd noises in this house. Do you know the history of this place?”

      “The real estate agent told me there have been a few deaths here, but this is an old house. Any older house will have seen death.” Mandy glanced at me. “Wait a minute…are you trying to tell me this house is haunted?”

      “Haunted and likely to stay that way,” Ellia said. “Your agent was remiss. Yes, there have been deaths here, but they weren’t natural, and the spirits aren’t at rest. The house was owned by a man named Ezra Johnson. Back in 1903, Ezra—who seemed like a nice, successful man on the surface—was actually an alcoholic, and he got violent when he drank. One night his wife Emily told him she was going to leave him and take the kids. In a drunken fit, Ezra grabbed his shotgun and killed her. He drank another fifth of whiskey, then attempted to bury her in the garden.”

      Mandy paled. “Oh, man. That’s bad.”

      “It gets worse,” Oriel said. “His oldest son heard the argument, and when he went outside to find out what was going on, he stumbled onto Ezra trying to bury Emily. Ezra shot him, too. After that, Ezra went upstairs and proceeded to strangle the rest of the children in their beds. There were four little ones, the youngest two years old.”

      Mandy was now as pale as a ghost herself. “Uh…I didn’t know that.”

      “After that,” I said, “Ezra hanged himself from the chandelier in the foyer. The next day a neighbor came over to borrow some sugar and found Emily and Kaden in the garden. She summoned the sheriff, and he found the four children and Ezra in the house.”

      “Well, shit on a shingle,” Mandy said, transfixed. “So my house was the site of a mass murder? The real estate agent didn’t tell me that when he rented it to me. Everything was taken care of over the phone.”

      “Then you didn’t see the place before you rented it?”

      “Leased it,” she said, “And no. I moved in here sight unseen. I knew it was old and a fixer-upper, but nothing like that.”

      I let out a short breath. That explained why she had taken the place. “The spirits are so entrenched in the house and land that even if you razed the place, they’d still be here, haunting the land. I’m the spirit shaman of Whisper Hollow, and even I can’t dislodge them. If you stay here, you’ll be sharing the house with a number of very angry spirits.”

      Now she really looked confused. “Spirit shaman? Angry ghosts? What the hell have I gotten myself into?”

      Oriel reached over and patted her hand. “One step at a time. Obviously, Whisper Hollow called you here. When the town summons someone, there’s not much they can do about it but to move here. You said you’re leasing this place, rather than buying it?”

      Mandy nodded. “Right. I rented it for a year on a lease, then I was going to decide what to do.”

      At that moment, there was a scream from upstairs. A very real, very terrified shriek.

      “Ansel!” Mandy leapt up, racing for the stairs. “Ansel, are you all right?”

      We followed after her. I was right on her heels, Ivy behind me, and Ellia and Oriel following. On the second-floor landing, Mandy turned to the left and jogged along the worn carpet that ran the length of the hallway. She threw open the second door on the right, and raced in. I followed her.

      Inside, there was a small boy, around three, and he was cowering on the bed, trying to hide his head. I could see the ghost of a man looming over him, reaching for the child. I pushed Mandy aside. I didn’t have my equipment with me, but even so, I had a trick or two up my sleeve.

      I held out my hands and drew the Void Runes in the air.

      Three runes, they were powerful magic that my grandma Lila had used. One was a lightning bolt running through a scythe, the second was an arrow piercing a crescent moon, and the third was a cauldron with a skull on it.
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      The runes could dispel heavy magic, but using them knocked the wind out of me. I pushed the runes toward the spirit, infusing all my force and focus into them. The moment they hit him, a nimbus of pale blue light surrounded him and he reared, glaring at me. I whispered Go and, the next moment, he was gone.

      As I slumped back, the little boy broke into hysterical screams. Mandy raced over to the bed and caught him up in her arms. She burst into tears as she held him close to her.

      “What the hell…was that…” She stared at me bleakly.

      “Ezra, I think it was.”

      “Is he gone?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

      “Not for good.” I shook my head. “As I said, I can’t dispel the ghosts here. They’re linked to the land and there’s not much I can do to permanently eradicate them. I can frighten them away, like I did now, but it’s not going to be much good in the long run.”

      She patted her son’s head, whispering to him. As he began to calm down, she looked nervously around the room. “What if he comes back? Can he…can he hurt Ansel?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I said. “Ezra, and the other ghosts here, are for the most part what we call Haunts. They’re angry, and they can cause a great deal of harm to the living. They can even kill. I saw another ghost when I entered your house. She was on the staircase. A little girl. Probably one of Ezra’s children. Child ghosts are extremely problematic for a family with children. They can easily lure little kids into danger.”

      Mandy paled even further. “I keep thinking I hear a little girl laughing, but for some reason, her laughter makes me nervous. I kept trying to tell myself it was my imagination. What am I going to do?”

      “Find another place to rent,” Oriel advised. “Even if you lose a year’s lease, it’s worth it. This house has remained abandoned for almost 120 years for a reason. There have been over fifty owners and renters, and they’ve all left abruptly.”

      She patted the boy’s arm. Within seconds, he stopped crying, hiccupped, and turned to her with a smile. Ansel reached for Oriel and Mandy reluctantly let him go. Oriel held the child and he started to laugh and chatter away to her, as though the incident had never happened.

      “I’ve never seen him take to anyone like that,” Mandy said, her frown vanishing. “He’s usually so shy.”

      “Oriel has a knack with children,” Ivy said. “She is a perpetual grandmother, even though she has no children of her own.”

      “All of Whisper Hollow’s children are my grandkids,” Oriel said with a laugh. She carried Ansel toward the stairs. I caught sight of the little girl glaring at her, but Oriel looked in the ghost’s direction and the little girl immediately backed off, watching the little boy with a wistful expression.

      When we were back in the living room, Oriel handed Ansel back to his mother. Mandy bit her lip. “I’m not sure what to do. A year’s rent is a lot of money, even for an old white elephant like this.”

      “Whoever rented it to you should be spanked and spanked firmly.” I frowned, wondering if it was the same agent who had sold my best friend Peggin a house way too close to the lake. If so, I might ask Bryan to have another little talk with him, to dissuade him from taking advantage of buyers. “What was his—or her—name?”

      “His name is Jack Walters,” Mandy said.

      Bingo. Same dude. Jack had lost his friendship with Peggin due to his greed. If he didn’t stop acting so irresponsibly, he’d lose a lot more than friends and customers.

      “We’ll have a talk with Jack. Meanwhile, pack a suitcase while we’re here, and we’ll take you to a hotel. Is your husband at work, and do you have any other children?”

      She shook her head. “It’s just me and Ansel. I’m a widow. My husband died about seven months ago. Ansel is our—my—only child. Austin and I were only married ten months before I got pregnant. When he died last year, I came over here to get away for a little while. I stayed in Port Townsend, and that’s when I drove past Whisper Hollow. I needed a change and the town called to me. I decided to move here, but it took some doing to tie up affairs at home.” She bit her lip. “I can’t believe this is happening. What am I going to do? I already sold my house in Bellingham.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll give you the name of a real estate agent you can trust. As for now, I’d say go to the Peninsula Hotel. They have in-house dining, and—do you have any pets?” Ivy asked.

      Mandy shook her head. “I want to get a dog, but haven’t yet.”

      “Well, that helps. The Peninsula Hotel will rent to you by the week, as well as by the day. They do take pets, for an additional fee. Go upstairs and pack. Kerris, you go with her,” Ivy said.

      Oriel held out her arms. “I’ll hold Ansel for you.”

      I escorted Mandy upstairs to her bedroom. “I know this is all confusing, but please trust us. You don’t want to stay here. It’s dangerous.”

      “You said you were a spirit shaman. What’s that?” she asked, pulling a large suitcase out of her closet. The room made me nervous. I felt claustrophobic, and the energy made my head spin. As I looked around, I realized I was seeing the room as it was in the beginning, superimposed over the room as it was now. The furniture in the ghostly exposure told me it had been Ezra and Emily’s bedroom.

      I sat on the bed, folding clothes and packing them as she tossed them onto the heavy quilt. “Whisper Hollow is like…Grand Central Station for spiritual activity. Not only ghosts, but other types of spirits and creatures. As a spirit shaman, it’s my job to escort the dead over to the Veil. Long story short, it’s my job to drive them back to the grave when they walk. I can’t manage all of them—for example, like the ones here in this house. Some spirits are stronger than the magic I wield. But I take care of the ones who cause the most damage, the ones not locked into a piece of land.” I paused, then asked her, “Before you came to Whisper Hollow, were you seeing any crows?”

      She straightened up, turning around. “Yes, actually. Why?”

      “Remember how we told you the rules of Whisper Hollow aren’t just there for tourism’s sake? Once you settle in here, you’ll learn the background of each one better, but for now, let’s just say that you were summoned by the Crow Man. While I’m not sure what it is right now, I’m sure in time we’ll learn why you were called to the town.” I tucked her socks into the corner of the suitcase. “I know this sounds odd, but if you really are pulled to live in Whisper Hollow, then I urge you to listen to us.”

      She began to pack her makeup case with the bottles and vials on her vanity table. “Do the four of you visit every newcomer who moves to town?”

      I shook my head. “No, actually. I think most people who move here have an inkling of why they’ve come. But when Sophia called me about you and this house, I knew we had to come talk to you. Now, I’m extremely glad we did. If you stay in this house, I’d be afraid that you and Ansel would be in a great deal of danger. This isn’t safe ground.”

      Mandy zipped the suitcase closed, then looked around. “I suppose I can store the rest of my things, along with my furniture, until I find a new place.” She held my gaze for a moment. “I believe that everything happens for a reason. I’m glad that the chief of police called you, and why you came over. You saved Ansel’s life. Whatever that thing…that ghost…wanted, it was out to hurt him. If you hadn’t been here, who knows what would have happened? So thank you. And I’ll listen to whatever you have to say.”

      We stopped in Ansel’s room, where I kept a nervous watch out as she quickly packed another suitcase with his clothes and toys. “When I come back to pack up the rest of my things, will you come with me? I don’t want to be here alone.”

      I smiled at her. “Of course. I’ll give you my number. I suggest you hire a moving crew to help. The more people here, the less likely the ghosts will try to interfere. They tend not to bother crowds.”

      We headed downstairs where she gathered together one last suitcase full of papers and mementoes—just in case—and we helped her out to her car. Ivy volunteered to show her the way to the Peninsula Hotel. As they drove off, I turned to Ellia, who was staring back at the old Johnson place.

      “They should just raze this to the ground,” I said. “Why don’t they?”

      “The owners want to recoup their money. It’s all in the hands of whoever bought it last. Even though they don’t want to live here, I rather doubt that they want to trash the place and salt the earth to burn out the energy. It would be quite a financial loss. To be honest, I don’t even know if that would do the trick. My guess is that anything new built over this land would also end up haunted.” She sighed, turning to Oriel. “Ah well. At least we walk away from this one without any casualties.”

      Oriel laughed. “You can’t ask for much better than that,” she said.

      And when I thought about it, I agreed with her.
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      On the way home, I decided to ask Bryan to talk to Jack Walters. He had helped Peggin out of a bind, and maybe he could do the same for Mandy.

      Ellia didn’t have time to stop where Tiger went off the road, so I dropped into the graveyard to leave a note for Penelope, then headed downtown at Carney’s Bakery to pick up a dozen doughnuts and a Black Forest cake for dessert. Then I dropped into Carter’s Market to buy the fixings for clam chowder and biscuits. I could do a more thorough shopping later on.

      One last stop at the Broom & Thistle Coffee Shop netted me a triple-shot mocha, and a pound of beans for the grinder. By the time I got home, it was two p.m.

      As I put the food away, my thoughts once again turned to my life. I had settled into the house and gotten rid of everything belonging to my grandparents that I didn’t want to keep. The house was beginning to feel like mine, and that gave me a certain confidence. The post of spirit shaman wasn’t easy—the Morrígan had exacting standards, but I was learning. Over the past weeks, I had managed to read my way through a number of Grandma Lila’s journals, tucking away every scrap of knowledge for reference.

      The doorbell rang, interrupting my thoughts, and I answered to find Peggin on my doorstep. She was carrying a large gift-wrapped box. She was wearing a retro fifties fit-and-flare dress, red with white polka dots, with a low-cut sweetheart neckline and a waist nipped in by a snug black belt. Over the dress she was wearing a velvet blazer that laced up the back, and chunky heels that were at least four inches high.

      “Hey, chica,” Peggin said, sweeping past me into the living room. She had a handbag draped over one arm and her cat’s-eye glasses looked new. She had several pair of them, but these had rose-gold frames, and they complemented her dark coppery hair. Peggin was curvaceous, plump and busty, and she was one of the most gorgeous women in town, even though she never seemed to realize it.

      “You look gorgeous, as usual,” I said, grinning. Peggin’s presence could almost always cadge a smile out of me. “What are you doing here in the afternoon?”

      “Thank you, and I took the afternoon off. Here, this is for you,” she said, thrusting the box into my hands as she kissed me on the cheek. Her lip lacquer held fast, without leaving a stain.

      I opened the card attached to the box and laughed. “My birthday’s not till next week.”

      “This isn’t your real birthday gift. It’s a BFF pre-gift. So open it up!” She shrugged out of her jacket and hung it on the coat rack, then peeled off her gloves and tucked them into her handbag as she led the way toward the kitchen. “Can I make myself a mocha?”

      Peggin was the only one I knew who had as great a love—and tolerance—for caffeine as I did. She lived, breathed, and slept coffee.

      I nodded, following her into the kitchen, where I set the box on the table. She immediately began to fill a filter with ground coffee, then prepared a second while she waited for the machine to heat.

      “So, a pre-birthday gift?” I asked.

      She nodded, grinning. “I just felt like giving it to you early. It’s too pretty to sit in a box.”

      The box was about the size of a bowling ball, though not as heavy. It was wrapped in sparkling blue paper with silver stars. A wide velvet ribbon was tied into a bow on top. I pulled the bow, then set the silver ribbon aside, making sure it wasn’t where the cats could get at it. Daphne had a thing for ribbons and I had to be cautious with any sort of dangly threads around her so she wouldn’t try to swallow it.

      I almost hated to rip open the paper, it was so pretty, but I finally tore into it, lifting the box out of the wrapping. Even the box was pretty, with a peacock design on it. I opened the lid and peeked in. Whatever was in there, it was bubble wrapped to high heaven.

      “Never too careful, are we?” I asked, grinning, as I reached inside to lift the present out of the box. I began to unwind the layers of bubble wrap.

      Peggin poured two shots in her mug, then pulled two more. “Nope, especially when it comes to special gifts.”

      I unwrapped the last layer of packing material to find an odd clockwork statue of a faerie. It was lovely, made of shiny aluminum and clockwork gears and cloisonné-like wings, hand painted on metal. The faerie’s eyes were violet and I realized they were actually made of pale amethyst. She sat on a table, leaning on her left hand. One leg was crossed beneath her and her other leg bent at the knee, foot firmly on the table. Her right arm was bent so her hand was in her hair, which looked to be made of shining strands of black metal.

      Mesmerized, I said, “Deev made this, didn’t he?”

      The faerie was beautiful, about nine inches tall not counting the table, and every nuance had been perfectly captured. Her eyes were twinkling, and there was a little quirk to the side of her lip that made her look like she was smiling as she mused on some thought.

      “Yeah, he did. I asked him to make something special for you. I hope you like it,” Peggin said, pouring milk and cocoa and peppermint syrup into her drink. “I asked him to make something that would bring you a smile.”

      I beamed at her. “Well, he did good. I love her! I don’t know why I think this,” I said as I stared at the faerie, “but her name is Evelyn. I just know it.”

      Peggin clapped. “Oh good! D-D said she would tell you her name, if she was the right gift.” Looking thoroughly delighted, Peggin carried her mug over to the table and sat down opposite from me.

      I couldn’t stop grinning. The faerie made me feel joyful. “I really do love her. She makes me smile. Hey, is she going to go flying around the house?”

      Deev—or Dr. Divine, as was his name—was an artist whose sculptures sometimes decided to come to life. He couldn’t consciously choose to give one of them life, but they spontaneously woke up, and once they were off and running around the town, he couldn’t put the lid on the bottle again.

      Deev kept some of his more terrifying sculptures locked away under heavy guard, in hopes they would never break out and harm anyone. He had no explanation for why this happened, but he had confided to me, when I warned him to be cautious of Peggin’s heart, that he thought he was from a parallel universe. He hadn’t told Peggin yet, but I had a feeling that he was on target, even if he couldn’t fully remember everything.

      “You never know. She hasn’t yet, but that doesn’t mean she won’t. He said that even if she does, she’ll be safe for you to have around.” Peggin took a deep drink from her cup.

      I nodded. “I trust him on that. Why didn’t you want to give this to me next week?”

      “Because if you didn’t like it, or if it made you feel uncomfortable, I didn’t want everybody else thinking D-D had fucked up,” she said with a little shrug.

      Something in her voice told me that their relationship had shifted. I glanced up at her. “You said the words, didn’t you?”

      She bit her lip, nodding. “I told him I loved him last night.”

      “And…?” I knew she had fallen in love a month ago, but Peggin was gun-shy about getting hurt and I also knew that she hadn’t said the actual words yet. That is, until now.

      “He told me he had been waiting for me to say the words, that we were on my timetable, and that he had loved me from the start. He promised not to push me, but he also made it clear he’s not going anywhere.” She blushed, but her eyes told me that she was delighted. “I’ve never met anyone like him. D-D is so…strange. Even for Whisper Hollow, you know? Sometimes it feels like he’s…I don’t know…you know how Bryan’s a shifter? And you can feel that difference about him?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Well, it feels like that with Deev. As though he’s not quite human. Anyway, I’m happy, and he’s happy, and everything’s right with the world.” She paused, then added, “I’ve made up my mind about something else, too. You remember how I always wanted to design clothes, but my parents wouldn’t pay for me to go into design in college?”

      Peggin had wanted a vastly different life than her family expected for her, and they had written her off because she refused to acquiesce to their demands. As a result, she had skipped college and put herself through a medical assistant course, taking a job as receptionist with one of the local doctors—Corbin Wallace. She was happy enough, but I knew it wasn’t what she had wanted to do in life.

      “Right, I remember.”

      “Well, I’ve decided that I want to pursue it again. I can’t very well quit my job, but I enrolled in a night class to learn advanced sewing at the Community Center. I figured that was a good place to start. I make most of my own clothes as it is, but I know there are a number of techniques I haven’t learned.”

      “Good for you! I always thought you could do so much more.” I paused, staring at the table. “You know, that makes me think about what I want to do. I own my house, thanks to my grandparents, and I’m the spirit shaman, yes. But I don’t…do…anything otherwise. When I lived in Seattle, I made my own way. I was the manager of a coffee shop. For as little as it seemed then, I was busy and active. And after a few months of being out of work, I’m beginning to feel the need for something to fill the hours where I’m not taking care of the dead.”

      Peggin smoothly crossed her right leg over her left, sitting back in her chair. She played with her mug. “What do you want to do? Open another coffee shop?”

      “Nelly and Michael Branson might take offense at that—the Broom & Thistle is the best coffee shop in town.” I laughed. “Besides, I’d drink all the inventory. No, I don’t know what I want to do. I’ve never had a driving passion, given I always knew I’d be a spirit shaman. I think, even though I ran away, there was something deep inside that knew I’d be returning home one day to take up the post. Grandma Lila and Great-Grandma Mae were housewives when they weren’t out dealing with the dead. But I don’t think I can do that. Even when Bryan and I get married, I don’t think I’m cut out to stay at home and take care of the house.”

      “Then you’d better start thinking about what you do want. I know your grandparents left you enough money so that you wouldn’t have to worry for a while, and the house is paid for, but at some point you’re going to be bored stiff.” Peggin lifted her cup. “Mind if I make another?”

      “Girl, you’re on one hell of a caffeine high, aren’t you?” I laughed and waved to the machine. “Go ahead.”

      “Hey, coffee is the lifeblood and soul of the world.” Peggin moved to the espresso machine. “Besides, I was going to make decaf this time. Are you and Bryan busy tonight?”

      I shook my head. “He’s coming over for an hour or so, but he’s still immersed in trying to sort out the mess with his antique business in Ireland. It’s going under thanks to mismanagement and he’s got a mess on his plate.”

      “What say we go to a movie? There’s a new Night Whisperer movie out.”

      “Really?” Peggin and I both loved the Night Whisperer franchise, about an anti-hero psychic who started out unaware of his own abilities and ended up realizing his self-touted powers were for real. The movies were funny enough to laugh at, while remaining fairly realistic to the actual world of mediums and psychics.

      “Yeah. I want to go out tonight, D-D is busy, and if you’re up for it, we could go to a late showing.” She opened the cupboard. “Do you have anything to eat?”

      “I was going to make clam chowder for dinner. Stay and join us. And there’s a box of doughnuts over there if you’re peckish.”

      “Are you sure? Bryan just got back. I thought you might want a little time alone.” She opened the doughnut box and selected a sprinkle- and chocolate-covered cake doughnut.

      “I’m sure.” I snapped my fingers. “Hey, I love to eat. Maybe I should start a catering business?”

      “Honey, I’m sorry. You’re a good cook, but I don’t think you’d be happy or all that successful at being a caterer. Maybe you should start a psychic house-clearing business? Or read the cards for people—”

      “I don’t read the tarot. And being a spirit shaman is my destiny, not a job.” I laughed and shrugged. “I’ll figure out something. Whatever it is, it’s going to have to be flexible because I never know when I’m going to be called out.” I paused. “I suppose I could write. I always loved writing and I’m an incredible bookworm. I could write ghost stories…or something along that line. Speaking of ghosts, guess what I did this morning?”

      I made a mocha myself, and together, we finished our mochas and doughnuts, and I told her about Mandy Theos. “That place is a deathtrap. I know from reading their journals that neither Grandma Lila nor Great-Grandma Mae were able to clear the Johnson House. I wonder if I should try it.”

      “Three words: Let. It. Be,” Peggin said. “Some places are just tainted.” She shuddered. “Like Foggy Downs. The neighborhood is so close to the Lady that none of those houses will ever be safe. I can’t believe I tried to buy a house there. By the way, how has her appetite been lately? I heard about Tiger Reine.”

      I sobered. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that in a week or so, Ellia and I are going to have to take care of him. We’ll call him out of the lake and make sure he gets back to the graveyard where Penelope can guide him through the Veil. It’s a lot harder with those the Lady takes. She likes to hold on to them. She can keep their bodies, but their spirits? That’s another matter. It impedes them from moving on.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think she cares much about that.”

      “Somehow, I think you’re right.” I paused. “How are you doing? It’s only been a few weeks since the Lady tried to take you.” I had noticed that for the past month, Peggin had avoided going anywhere near the lake if she could help it. I didn’t blame her, but I had the suspicion she had some lingering PTSD from the whole mess.

      The smile faded and she pressed her lips together. “I have nightmares a lot. I’m better now that I’m back in my house—and now that I know I can stay there. But I find myself avoiding going anywhere near the lake. And when I heard Tiger Reine went over the edge…well…it’s hard for me not to dwell. I heard about it this morning and I’ll admit, that’s why I took the afternoon off. I started to obsess and I couldn’t focus at work.” She gave me a bleak stare. “Do you think I’ll ever get over it? That I’ll ever be able to really relax again?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll do our best to help. You know that. I think in time, it will ease off. You had a horrendous scare. It’s no wonder you’re still feeling the effects. Not to mention the trauma from the ritual to remove her mark.” I crossed behind her and gave her a hug, wrapping my arms around her. “You’re doing great, Peggin. You’ll pull through this and be stronger than before. But if you ever start wigging out, you know you can come over, day or night.”

      She let out a long breath, closing her eyes as she leaned her head back against my chest. “Thanks, chica. Just don’t suggest a picnic by the lake any time soon, okay?”

      “Too damned cold,” I said, glancing outside. The air was frigid and it felt like the snow they were predicting was imminent. I crossed to the door, opening it to peek out back. Bryan had torn down the fence between his estate and my yard, and the backyard seemed to go on forever. Glancing up at the sky, I could feel the moisture in the air, and the crackle of ozone that preceded snow storms was so thick it made the hairs on my arm stand up. “It’s going to snow before nightfall. Hurricane Ridge is getting battered, I gather.”

      “Hurricane Ridge always gets battered.” She paused as the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it.”

      I carried our plates and mugs to the sink and began to rinse them out. Peggin returned with a note, in a large, ornate white envelope. She held up the back so I could see it. There was a wax seal on it—blood red.

      Penelope.

      “Oh boy, I wonder what she wants.” I dried my hands on a tea towel and took the envelope from her, sitting down. Peggin pulled her chair close as I pried the seal open and slid the thick paper out of the envelope. It felt like handmade parchment, and it had a sepia tone, as if it had come down from another age and time. Which it might well have, given who it was from.

      I glanced at the writing. The handwriting was delicate and looped in coils, as though an expert calligrapher had written the note.

      we need to talk. tonight. eight pm. bring your tools. ~penelope

      Peggin whistled. “Something’s up.”

      “Well, I asked to see her. I need to talk to her about Tiger Reine. But when Penelope asks me to bring my tools, I know there’s more to it than a simple discussion.” I slid the card back in the envelope. I glanced at Peggin. “Want to go with me? I doubt Bryan will be able to get away and it doesn’t say to bring Ellia, though I might, just in case.”

      Peggin shivered, but she nodded. “Sure, I’ll go with you. We can head out to the movie after that, if you aren’t shanghaied into anything else. It’s three-thirty now. What do you want to do until dinner?”

      I looked out back. The snow was still holding off and there were a few gardening chores I wanted to get done. Even though Bryan was lending me his gardener’s assistance in bringing the yard back to life from the overgrown tangle it had been in, I still loved to putter in the yard.

      “I might go work in the gardens for a little bit. You really aren’t dressed for it—”

      “No, I’m not. How about if I stay inside and read? I can play with the cats.”

      So, with Peggin occupied, I slipped on my jacket and gloves, then put on a pair of earmuffs, and headed outside to work.
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      As I stood in the yard, deciding what to do first, I flashed back to the years I had spent here with my grandmother and Duvall. He hadn’t been my actual grandfather, I had found out, and for that I was grateful. A vicious, cruel man, he had been responsible for my mother and father’s deaths, and I would never forgive him. The thought that he was still out there, held captive by the Lady in the depths of the lake, haunted me. One day she might let him go, and then he would return as one of the Unliving and I would have to drive him out for good.

      There are six types of dead, Grandma Lila had taught me. Do you remember what they are?

      Once you learned what the dead were like, it was hard to forget. There were the Resting Dead, who had passed through the Veil, onto other existences. Then, there were the Mournful, who relived their deaths over and over, taking little heed of the living. The third type of dead were the Wandering Ones, who wandered the earth, quite often unaware they were dead. Sometimes they noticed people, but usually paid little attention to the world of the living.

      However, then we moved into the more powerful dead. Haunts, the fourth type of dead, were dangerous and angry spirits, who delighted in causing trouble for the living. Some were less vindictive and they just liked to create chaos and mayhem. Others were so volatile that they could hurt the living. Poltergeists were included in this category.

      Guides were the fifth type of the dead, and they were powerful, generally helpful, and they often acted as guardians for the living, shielding them as best they could against Haunts or the Unliving.

      And then…came the Unliving. Corporeal to a point, though not always phasing fully solid, they were formed from sheer determination and focus. They were more cunning than Haunts, though just as unpredictable and dangerous, and they could affect the living on several levels including both mental and emotional. As far as I knew, they were the basis for what people thought of as “zombies” but, unlike fictional zombies, they weren’t out for brains. They were out for blood and life force.

      There were times, however, when the Unliving would work with the living if it suited their needs. I had learned not long ago that the Queens of the Unliving—the royalty—were fallen spirit shamans who had been punished by the Morrígan for turning their back on their sworn duties. It was a good incentive to never lose my way.

      I shook my head. At least the Lady had given my grandmother’s body back, although I had yet to be asked to escort her across the Veil. She had shown up several times in my house, and I knew she was acting as my guardian until I got my footing under me.

      I glanced around the yard. Bryan’s gardener was doing a bang-up job, but there were several things he had left alone, like Grandma Lila’s herb garden. He had weeded it, but hadn’t done much else. Now was as good a time as any to decide what I wanted to do with it.

      I knelt down by the raised bed, eying the scraggly plants. The sage and mint were alive and kicking, as was the parsley. But the thyme looked half-dead, and a number of the others—both culinary and magical—looked to be on their last legs. I sat on the edge of the bed and began to look them over closely, trying to decide what I could save and what I couldn’t.

      A light flutter of snow fell on my lashes and I darted a look into the sky. It was a shimmering silver, and small flakes were beginning to drift down. The ground was so cold that they weren’t melting, either. They landed on the earth and stuck. I held out my hand, catching one on my fingertip. I opened my mouth and a snowflake landed on my tongue. Overhead, I heard the cawing of crows and then…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      …I was standing in the middle of a frozen field.

      It looked like a cornfield, the decaying stalks covered with snow. Harvest was long past, and the earth was fallow and barren, echoing with the soft kiss of snow on snow. To all directions, the field stretched. I thought that I saw a scarecrow, stretched out on a wooden cross-stake, and I headed over to it. As I drew closer, though, the scarecrow raised its head. It was the Crow Man, hanging off of the X-shaped structure. He laughed and leapt down into the snow.

      He was wearing winter white this time—a white fur cloak replacing the darker cloak that usually hung over his patchwork duster. His hair was vivid black. Raven black. Inky black with blue highlights. It coiled down his back. His headdress, that of a giant crow’s head and feathers, loomed over his face. His jeans and black leather boots were the same as I remembered, and he still carried the silver wand with a shimmering crystal atop it. He turned to me and his eyes glowed, glossy black with slits of neon white striking through them like lightning.

      “The dead are walking,” he said, looming over me. He was a good seven feet tall.

      “Is there a reason?” I asked, shivering.

      “There’s always a reason. You have only to look for it.” He turned toward the west and motioned for me to walk with him. As we trudged through the snow, he held out the silver wand and lightning crackled from the end. “You will soon be paying a visit to she who guards the Veil. Listen to what she is not saying.”

      The Crow Man spoke in riddles. He was a trickster in many ways, but he was also the messenger of the Morrígan and when he appeared, it was wise to pay attention. I had learned that letting him do most of the talking was well worth the effort to keep my mouth shut.

      “The next one that surfaces will be a conundrum. Look below the surface. There’s a new darkness in the forest, and can be easily mistaken for other symptoms. The disease may not be what you think it is.”

      “Something’s going to happen, then, and I shouldn’t be too quick to assume the cause?”

      He grinned at me. “Well said, cowgirl of the dead.” He laughed.

      I snorted. “Cowgirl of the dead? I guess I do herd them back to the grave, don’t I?”

      I had met the Crow Man a number of times by now and each time, I realized I liked him even more. He was nothing to mess around with—emissaries of the gods could be as deadly as their masters—but the Crow Man had a way about him that was hard to ignore. He reminded me a little of Dr. Divine, though far less human.

      “You do.” He paused. We were quite a ways from where we had started. He held his tongue out, catching snowflakes on it. “There will be times when you dread an alliance, but dread alliances can prove helpful, even if they cost a pretty price. You’ll know if the payment is too dear. Listen to your heart. Listen to your soul.”

      The words dread alliance did nothing to comfort me, but before I could say anything, the world shifted as the snow picked up and swirled in a vortex. I closed my eyes to avoid the sudden flurry, and the next thing I knew, I was standing back in my yard as the snow began to come down in earnest.
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      I realized I had been standing still for at least five minutes, given the buildup of snow on my jacket. The flakes were heavier and larger now, thick and wet and piling up fast. I shook my head, brushing the snow off my hair and face, and looked around. There was a crow in the nearby huckleberry bush, staring at me intently.

      “I heard,” I said to it. “I’ll listen.”

      It let out a loud caw, then flew off. I looked back at the herbs and decided that I really didn’t need to work in the garden now, especially with the snow falling, so I put away the trowel and spade I had grabbed off the garden table and headed back indoors.

      Peggin was curled on the sofa with her tablet, reading. Her shoes were on the floor beside her and a bag of chips was on the coffee table. Agent H was sprawled out on the back of the sofa behind her, while Daphne was standing on the arm, pawing at her as she tried to get her attention. Peggin absently petted her while reading. Gabby was curled in front of the gas fireplace, basking in the warmth of the flames.

      “Hey, that was quick,” she said, looking up as I entered the living room. “Anything wrong?”

      “I didn’t actually get anything done. For one, it’s snowing like crazy out there, and it’s sticking. For another, I ended up hanging out with the Crow Man. I just love how he drags me off into his realm whenever he wants.”

      “What did he have to say?” She set aside her tablet and made room for me on the sofa.

      I shrugged out of my coat and pulled off my boots, tossing them to the side, then sat beside her, crossing my legs. Daphne ran across the back of the sofa toward me. As the cat curled up on my lap, a twenty-pound meatloaf, I petted her, scratching her behind the ears. “He warned me about a new darkness in the forest, about not assuming anything, and that I would form a ‘dread alliance’ that was necessary.”

      Peggin gave me a confused look. “What does it all mean, or is that a silly question?”

      “I don’t know whether it’s a silly question, but you’re getting a noncommittal answer, which is: I have no clue. There was more, but it was the usual Crow Man gibberish that will most likely mean something after the fact. I like him, though. He feels a lot like Deev on steroids. Without the goggles. Though Deev’s a lot more comprehensible.”

      “D-D is blunt, and I like that. I know where I stand with him.”

      I grinned at her, a thought suddenly popping into my head. “So, do you ever play doctor and nurse?”

      She snorted. “No, but now and then, I do call him Doctor…he’s far less vanilla than most of the men I’ve gone out with, which is a good thing for me. He knows how to wield a paddle, that I’ll give him.”

      I laughed, leaning back against the sofa.

      Peggin was into kink, I’d always known that, but most of the men she met either ran the other way, or they couldn’t pull it off right. They were too timid, or too goofy, or they were too heavy handed and serious. Peggin would never live the lifestyle full time but she was a talented switch, though I was one of the few people who knew that about her. She could have been the perfect bordello madam, though she never saw herself that way, and she preferred to use her brains to get ahead in life rather than her body.

      “You two are perfect for each other. I swear, I’m surprised you didn’t cross paths years ago.” I leaned forward and grabbed the potato chips. “So, you ready for tonight?”

      “You mean for our visit to see Penelope? I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that little jaunt, but I’ll go. Midnight trips through the graveyard aren’t my forte, but you know me, Kerris. I’ll follow you through hell and high water, because I know you’d do the same for me.” She sobered. “What do you think the Crow Man wanted? Any inkling on what he’s foretelling?”

      I shook my head. “No. I guess I’ll just have to wait and see.” I paused as my phone jangled. Pulling it out of my pocket, I read the caller ID. It was Sophia.

      “Hello?” I answered, frowning. While we were friends of a sort, the chief of police wouldn’t be calling me without reason. I wondered if the Lady had already claimed another victim, or had the Johnson house ghosts followed Mandy?

      But it was none of the above. Sophia sounded as though she was under a terrible strain. “Kerris, I know you don’t routinely do things like this, but…can you hold a séance?”

      I blinked, wondering if I had heard her right. “A séance? Why?”

      She sighed. “I don’t want this getting around—I’ve kept it under wraps since yesterday, but I’m not getting anywhere and the public is going to find out soon. There was a double murder night before last, and I have absolutely no clue as to who did it.”

      Boom. Like a bomb hitting, the words exploded in my ears.

      “Crap. Peggin’s here, can I talk in front of her? You know she won’t talk if I ask her.” I glanced over at Peggin, who stiffened at her name.

      “Fine. And she’ll tell Dr. Divine and you’ll tell Bryan, but let’s leave it at that for now? Please? I’ll ask Frank to talk to the Matriarchs.” She hesitated for a moment, then continued. “Rosemary Leeland and her boyfriend Emmet O’Malley were parked over on Snowstar Avenue East when they were attacked.”

      There was a turnoff on Snowstar Avenue East that acted as a lover’s lane for the younger set. It was higher up a hill, overlooking Lake Crescent, and was usually pretty heavily trafficked. Except we were still in winter, which meant not as many people were looking for a place for nookie.

      “This is bad. How old were they?”

      “Rosemary is…was…seventeen and Emmet was eighteen. They were good kids. Both were seniors in high school and neither have ever been in trouble before. They didn’t come home, so their parents called us around one a.m. We sent out patrol cars to look for Emmet’s car. We found them in the turnout. Nobody else was there, probably because it’s so freaking cold.”

      “How were they killed?” The thought that two teens had lost their lives so needlessly made me cringe. And we couldn’t blame the Lady for this one. All of her victims she dragged into her lair.

      “That’s the thing. This is messy, Kerris. Was messy. Emmet was practically eviscerated. Rosemary was stabbed twenty-four times. We’re talking violent overkill.” Sophia’s voice shook. “We found evidence that Rosemary had been sexually assaulted after she was dead.”

      My stomach lurched and I tried not to picture it in my mind. “When did you find them?”

      “Around five thirty yesterday morning. We spent all day yesterday combing the area for evidence, but we’ve turned up very little. The ME’s determined that Emmet was killed second, and rope burns on his hands and feet tell us he was tied up. He probably was forced to watch the killer…”

      “After he killed Rosemary, right?” I really didn’t want to think about this. I was a very visual person, and the image of two kids, out on a date, ending up at the mercy of a ruthless monster filled my thoughts. “You want me to try to contact Rosemary and Emmet for any information they might be able to give you about their killer?”

      “That’s the idea. This is off the record. I can’t ask you officially, but I can’t stop you if you want to help out.” Sophia let out a huff. “I hate tiptoeing around like this, but I don’t want this getting out. If you agree, though, you’ll have to keep this quiet and it was all your idea. I don’t want the town panicking.”

      I frowned, trying to run through the potential ramifications. “What have you told the parents?”

      Her answer sounded evasive. “Officially? They know their children were killed, but they also know that it’s vital we keep things under wraps. We begged them to stay quiet for the moment.”

      I thought for a moment. “I can try. I can at least come out to the scene where you found them and see if they’re hanging around. With brutal crimes like this, there are a number of ways this can play out, speaking of the spiritual realm.” I paused. “You don’t have a clue of who did it?”

      “No, except that the killer is male, and he’s likely a burly guy. Emmet was a varsity football player, and we found no evidence that he even tried to put up a fight. There were no drugs in their systems except a little THC. But pot’s legal, and we found a couple joints in the car, so we know they were stoned. But the half-smoked joint we found was mostly intact, and the amount of THC in their bodies was fairly minute. They should have been able to put up a fight if they saw him coming.” Sophia sounded frustrated.

      “I’m supposed to meet with Penelope at eight, so I can’t come over until after I talk to her. But I’ll drop over to the scene after that. I want you there, though, along with a couple of cops. I have no intention of meeting their killer in person. I’m bringing Peggin with me, by the way.” I wasn’t about to go hang out at a murder scene if there was any chance the killer might return.

      “Call me when you’re on the way. I’ll drop everything, and Frank and I will meet you there.” After saying good-bye, Sophia hung up.

      I turned to Peggin. “Oh boy…”

      “What’s up?”

      “This has to remain hush-hush.”

      “I promise,” she said, straightening her shoulders and setting the bag of chips back on the table. “What happened? I caught the gist of some of it but…”

      I told her about Rosemary and Emmet, and her eyes widened. She looked stricken.

      “I knew Rosemary. She was one of Corbin’s patients. She came into the office just a few weeks ago because she had a cold. She was a sweetheart. Damn it.”

      “It’s always harder when we’re talking about kids, isn’t it?” I was grateful they hadn’t been any younger, but it was still difficult. I dealt with younger spirits as a matter of course, and seeing life snuffed out so quickly, before the person really had the chance to grow up and live their life, always hurt. It brought home how uncertain our lives really were, and how, in the great scheme of things, there were never any guarantees.

      Neither Peggin nor I wanted to talk about the murder, so until Bryan got there for dinner, we went into the kitchen and made clam chowder and biscuits, and tried to focus on anything and everything that would take us away from the reality of death.
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      “I don’t want you going out there without me,” Bryan said. “Either of you. It’s too dangerous.” He was on his second bowl of chowder, his third biscuit, and he sounded anxious and irritated. “I’m your guardian, Kerris. I’m going with you.”

      I let out a long sigh. “You have business to attend to. You don’t have time for this tonight. I know how tangled that mess back in Ireland was—you explained it to me. You need to focus on your work.” I didn’t want him to feel like he always had to be at my side, though I had to admit I’d be more comfortable with him along for the ride.

      He leaned back in his chair, frowning at the table. He folded his napkin and placed it beside his plate. “You know, this is just going to become worse as time goes on.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, ladling another serving of chowder into my bowl. I was hungry and I needed to fortify myself, given everything coming up that evening. Food helped to ground and center me when I approached any sort of spiritual activity.

      Peggin focused on her meal, staying out of the argument.

      “What I mean is this: my sacred duty, my prime reason for being here, is to guard the spirit shaman. Several times now, I’ve had to take a pass because of my business. And that has to stop. I have a trust fund that my mother set up just for this reason. I’ve left it alone all these years, investing the funds, and I’ve put aside a lot of money on my own. I have more than enough to last the rest of…” He paused, then let out a sigh. “The rest of your life.”

      That was a sticky issue that we had skirted around. The fact was, even though spirit shamans were incredibly long-lived—as far as humans went—our life spans were far shorter than those of shifters. It was hard knowing that Bryan would probably long out-live me, but it was the truth and I had to face it some time.

      “And after…?” I asked.

      “I have no worry over that. I’m a savvy businessman. But I think it’s time I retired and fully invest myself into the post I was born to hold…that of your guardian. I can’t very well protect you when I’m not there.” He raised his eyes to meet mine. There was no resentment in them, only a soft glow in those chill blue orbs.

      “What about all your business holdings?” I asked.

      “I’ll make sure they’re in good hands. I’ll sell some of them and net quite a sum of money to add to what I already have. I can invest the profits. Put it to use as passive income rather than active. I’m coming with you and Peggin tonight. I don’t want you two out there alone.” Then, as though a weight had lifted from his shoulders, he straightened, a cheerful smile replacing the frown. “I’m glad that’s settled, actually. It’s been on my thoughts for quite some time.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. To hear him blithely give up everything he’d been working on for years to protect me left me stunned. Logically, I knew that yes, he was my guardian. But I hadn’t really thought about what that might entail as the years went on.

      After a moment, I asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “It’s my duty and privilege, Kerris. My family is one of the great shapeshifter families bound to the Morrígan. As was your grandfather’s line. Aidan would have given up everything for your grandmother, if she would have allowed it. If things hadn’t gone so terribly awry.” He set down his spoon and leaned across the table, taking my hands. “I want to do this. I’m honor-bound to serve you and, with all my heart, this is what I choose to do.”

      Speechless, I could only nod. My heart was racing. The thought of someone giving up his life to watch over me, and to do so without resentment, terrified me. And yet…and yet…it was the most sweeping romantic gesture I could ever think of.

      Peggin cleared her throat. “If you’ve got this settled, can you please slide the chowder my way?”

      At that, we went back to eating dinner as though nothing had happened, though everything in the world had shifted.
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      A short walk from my home, the Whisper Hollow cemetery was divided into two sections. The newer section had been established around 1950. Until then, most of the dead had been buried in the Pest House Cemetery—which was a shadowy, scary place.

      Around the turn of the century—1900 or so—those afflicted with tuberculosis, cholera, or whatever diseases that happened to be contagious and deadly, were often locked away in what were known as Pest Houses.

      Though more common in Europe, those houses could be found around the United States. The patients were usually malnourished, often left with only rags for blankets, and unplowed. They were thrown into the Pest Houses to die, and the stronger ones preyed on the weak. Since men, women, and children were housed together, the rape, abuse, and assault that went on was horrifying.

      The Pest House Cemetery in Whisper Hollow was built up around the remains of what was left of a Pest House, which was also common. The inmates were forced to bury the bodies of those who died out back of the house, so a gruesome cemetery was inadvertently created. The dead in these chaotic graveyards were angry and often entrenched into the land. In Whisper Hollow, even the teenagers wouldn’t hang out in the cemetery, and they left the ruins of the Pest House alone, given the amount of hauntings and volatile dead that inhabited the area.

      In the mid-1950s, though, the Heart of Whisper Hollow demanded a new section be added to the graveyard, and her demands were obeyed. So a new part of the cemetery was built. Spreading out from the edge of Penelope’s tomb, a wide grassy area that received more light, where the dead could rest more easily, became the new graveyard.

      Penelope’s mausoleum delineated the old and the new. Veronica’s lair, on the other hand, was located deep behind the Pest House Cemetery, and few ever made their way through to the Queen of the Unliving’s abode.

      The graveyard had a wide parking lot, along with access roads that wound through the cemetery, allowing people to drive to the different sections to visit their loved ones.

      The snow fell steadily, piling up. We had about three inches on the ground. When we got out of the car—I always drove when I came to the cemetery, just in case I’d need to get out of there fast—the world looked like an icy wonderland. Most people had taken down their holiday decorations, and the silvery tinge to the sky blanketed the world in a hushed, breathtaking chill. The bare branches of the trees against the pale light made everything feel stark and barren and clear.

      I caught my breath, wrapping my scarf around my face to warm my nose. It was barely thirty-three degrees, and the snow would freeze tonight as the temperature plunged into the high twenties.

      Peggin shivered. I had lent her a cape that I had kept from my grandma’s belongings—it swept down to Peggin’s calves, covering her velvet jacket and dress, but it was still no match against the cold. She had borrowed a pair of boots from me so she wouldn’t ruin her pumps.

      “I’m not dressed for this, you know.”

      “You can wait in the car, if you want,” I said. With Bryan here, I wouldn’t be alone.

      “Wait in the car alone, in the graveyard? No thank you,” she said. “I’m coming with you. I just had to register a protest.”

      “Of course you did,” Bryan said, but he was grinning. “Let’s get this show on the road. You don’t want to keep Penelope waiting.”

      “Oh, hell no. She’s more patient than I ever expected, but when she sets up a meeting, she expects me to be there promptly.”

      I started along one of the cobblestone paths, winding my way through the headstones. The path led to the center of the graveyard proper—which included the entrance to the Pest Cemetery. There, built into a knoll at the edge of the gate that separated the two graveyards, was a mausoleum built of cinder blocks. Half of the tomb was hidden by the dirt mounded around it, and double doors led into the crypt.

      Peggin brushed her hand across the plaque on one side of the door. She whispered, “Here Lieth the Mortal Remains of Penelope Volkov, Guardian of the Veil, Gatekeeper of the Graveyard. Enter and Despair.” She looked over at me. “What happens in towns that don’t have Gatekeepers and spirit shamans? How do the dead rest?”

      “The majority go into the Veil on their own, though there are Haunts and Unliving everywhere. But we—the Gatekeepers and spirit shamans and lament singers—are assigned to the towns where the energy is strongest. We always go where the ley lines are most active and there’s a much higher danger of the dead crossing back through the Veil.” I had been reading a great deal over the past few months as I settled into my post.

      “There were nine great families born to the Morrígan’s service as spirit shamans. We—their descendants—are scattered through the world, each born or led to the town that needs them most.”

      “Were there nine families of shapeshifters and lament singers bound to the Morrígan as well?” Peggin asked.

      Bryan shook his head. “There’s no record of that. We who are born into the families know it and are taught from birth that we may end up serving in this capacity. At some point during life, whether early or later, we’re given a vision. But remember, there are other goddesses who, like the Morrígan, guard the dead, and so they also have families of servants. There’s no real way of knowing how many spirit shamans there are scattered through the world.”

      Peggin nodded, withdrawing her hand from the plaque. “It’s a daunting job,” she said. “I don’t know if I could be strong enough.”

      “Not all manage to uphold their duty, either,” I said, thinking of Veronica. But when Peggin glanced at me, I just shook my head. I was oath bound to keep Veronica’s secret. She had once been a spirit shaman who had turned her back on the Morrígan and been banished into the halls of the dead, doomed to be one of the Queens of the Unliving, presiding over the Unliving whom she had originally been bound to drive back into their graves.

      “Let’s go.” I opened the double doors. A gust of wind swept past us as they creaked on their hinges. I kept meaning to bring oil to lube them up, but each time, I forgot.

      As we entered the chamber, Penelope’s sarcophagus rested to one side. A faint light emanated from a crystal chalice. The chalice sat inside of a glass display box on a dais toward the back of the tomb. Crimson liquid churned within, constantly circulating, and the light came from the ever-swirling blood. A drop of my blood was in there, as well as my grandmother’s blood, and her mother’s blood, and the blood of spirit shamans from countless centuries gone by, from all over the world. Penelope had inherited the chalice from the previous Gatekeeper, and would pass it on to a new Gatekeeper when her stint was over and she was allowed to rest.

      Penelope was waiting, her back to the door as she stood, facing the chalice.

      “Welcome, Kerris,” she said, her voice echoing through the tomb. She turned, glancing toward Peggin and Bryan. Though she didn’t speak to them, she gave them a brief nod, which was as good as a royal greeting.

      Penelope was terrifying to look at, but she was also a gothic beauty. She stood nearly six feet, and her golden hair was gathered into a messy bun, curls coiling down the sides of her face. Her eyes were a bloody crimson against the white, and they were ringed with a raccoon mask of black from which spider-veins of black trailed out, adorning her face. Her lips were as jet as the inky mask. She wore a sheer dress of black lace, but what was most arresting were the nail tips—as in construction nails—that protruded from her skin. Giving her a spiked appearance, they jutted out from all over her body. Each nail tip was surrounded by a dried pool of blood, shining like rubies, and the nail tips covered her body from the neck down.

      Penelope’s mother—Magda, an enemy of both the Morrígan and the town—had cast a powerful spell to kill her daughter. Penelope had died a painful death, bleeding out as the nails erupted from her skin, and the Morrígan had intervened, granting her the position of Gatekeeper. I was finally used to her appearance, but her power was another matter. The Gatekeeper had a regality that was impossible to overlook, and she had embraced her position, welcoming the dead with a tender embrace.

      “We have a problem,” I said before she could speak. “I wanted to talk to you about August, given he’s escaped the Veil and is causing havoc. The Lady still has his body and I’m wondering if that’s why he returned. But there’s something else that has come up since I asked to see you.”

      Penelope frowned. “August returned because he’s angry about losing his life so young. Granted, I feel for him, but I believe that the Lady herself called him back. At first I thought it might be Veronica, but now I don’t believe so. You’ll need to talk to the Queen of the Unliving to find out. What else happened? I do feel a ripple in the ether that wasn’t there a few days ago.”

      I walked over to sit on the sarcophagus. There was a bench in the room as well, but Peggin and Bryan were sitting on that, keeping silent and out of the way. The first time Penelope bade me sit on her coffin, I had been squeamish, but over the past few weeks, that awkwardness had worn off and I was beginning to feel comfortable around her.

      “Here’s the thing. There was a double murder a couple nights ago. I’m heading over to talk to Sophia about it after we leave here. Two teenagers were killed in a brutal attack. I wanted to ask you if their spirits had come through yet. They haven’t had a memorial service or anything at this point.”

      Penelope regarded me solemnly. She shook her head. “No, they haven’t been through. What are their names?”

      “Emmet and Rosemary. He’s eighteen, she’s seventeen. The attack was a vicious one, and the murderer is still out there.” I leaned back, resting my hands on the sarcophagus. It resonated with energy but I was used to that now, and I actually found it somewhat comforting.

      A shadowed look passed through her eyes. “The young are the hardest, Kerris. This you already know, but as the years progress, it won’t get any easier. I warn you now. Especially those whose lives have been ripped away.” She paused, then added, “Tell Sophia to search for a body. A spirit passed through the Veil last week—a young woman whose name was Nancy. She came to me in her death mask and there was blood everywhere. I was surprised you weren’t involved, but she wanted to go over—she welcomed my embrace. I don’t think she died naturally.”

      I froze. “There’s another murder victim out there?”

      “As I said, I was surprised you weren’t involved because of the violent nature of her death. But she found her way to me with the help of a Guide. I don’t know who it was—the Guides seldom show themselves to me. My thinking is that Nancy was being watched over and guarded by a spirit during her life, and that the spirit helped her find her way to me after her death.” Penelope frowned. “I thought about contacting you, but then decided to wait a bit.”

      Crap. If Nancy had been murdered, and if the killer was the same one who attacked Emmet and Rosemary, then we had a real problem on our hands. I stood, wiping my hands on my jeans.

      “I’ll talk to Sophia. If anybody else comes over on their own, and anything seems out of the ordinary, then let me know, all right?”

      “Of course. As for August, he’s a handful. I think, however, that someone in his family can’t let go and that connection, that bond, is pulling him back. You should talk to his parents and find out if they’re doing anything to hold him here. When I escorted him to the Veil, he was angry, but not so much that I would have expected him to rebel.” Penelope turned toward the chalice again. “Sometimes, the living can be as problematic as the dead.”

      “What about Rosemary and Emmet? Sophia wants to know if I can contact their spirits and talk to them, to find out anything I can about the murderer. I’m hoping they already know they’re dead, but if they don’t, how do I approach it? I’ve only had to tell a few spirits that they were dead and the realization was crushing.”

      I lived in Seattle for fifteen years after I ran away from Whisper Hollow. To keep my powers from backing up and imploding on me, I had taken on gigs with a ghost hunting group, exploring haunted houses. I also acted as a psychic house-cleaner and had dealt with a number of ghosts, either helping them move along or forcibly evicting them.

      Only three times had I encountered a spirit who didn’t know it was dead. Two had been women. One had been killed by her ex-husband in the 1970s, and the other had died in childbirth during the early 1920s. The third spirit was that of a little boy. He had been hit by a car and had no clue he was dead. All three times, the spirits had reacted as though their death had just happened.

      The woman who had been killed was angry and it had taken everything I could do to exorcise her—especially when she found out her ex-husband had gotten away with the murder. I convinced her to go track him down.

      The woman who had died in childbirth fell into a deep mourning, realizing she would never see her baby. I had finally managed to coax her to move on.

      As for the little boy, I summoned the spirit of his grandmother to help him move along because he truly didn’t understand what I was trying to tell him.

      “If Rosemary and Emmet don’t know they’re dead, you’ll find a way to explain it. They’ll listen to you.” Penelope suddenly turned to Bryan. “Guardian, do your job. There are dangers lurking in the shadows—all too physical dangers. I sense a cloud in the forest, and it does not originate with the Hounds.”

      Cú Chulainn’s Hounds were a secret order devoted to destroying everything the Morrígan touched, including the spirit shamans and lament singers. Cú Chulainn had long been an enemy of the Morrígan, and their fight continued here between their factions.

      Bryan, surprised by the sudden attention, jumped to his feet. “I promise you, I’ll protect her with my life.”

      “See that you do. It may yet come to that,” Penelope said. Then, turning away from him, she smiled at me. “So much for respites, but it’s ever the case. Go now, and remember to tell Sophia what I said.”

      As we left the Gatekeeper’s tomb, my mind was awhirl with thoughts about murderers and victims, and spirits who had long passed over but had no clue that they were dead.
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      Sophia was waiting for us at the edge of the turnoff on Snowstar Avenue East. As Bryan, who was driving, eased into the area overlooking the lake, I steeled myself for the onslaught of energy. Whenever somebody was brutally murdered, it usually left a nasty residue. The residue sometimes faded with time, but Emmet and Rosemary had been killed so recently that the backlash would likely be swift and harsh.

      As we slid out of the car, Sophia and Frank walked over to greet us. She had been chief of police for some time now. We had gone to high school together, though I had known her under her maiden name back then. Now, she looked tired and ragged, as though she hadn’t slept for days.

      I folded my arms, looking around. I wasn’t sure if their spirits were still here, but I could feel the energy of the kill. There was a rancid sense of joy, like the frenzy of a rabid dog worrying its kill. Whispers flickered by, forming in my mind only to disappear again, before I could quite identify who was saying them.

      Don’t scream. Don’t scream or it will be worse. You know you like this. Give it to me, baby. I’m going to drain you dry. Don’t move. Maybe he’ll forget I’m here if I pretend I’m dead. It hurts…it hurts so bad. I’ll stop when I’m ready. Please don’t hurt me. Please…please…please…

      The voices were screaming now, mingled with laughter.

      The laughter of the damned.

      I clapped my hands to my ears, trying to stifle the sounds of the girl screaming, but it grew louder and louder until I fell to my knees, driven down by the mingled anger and fear. The pain was so bad I could feel it in my stomach, a searing gash that opened wide, spreading like a bloody rose blooming. I fell forward to my hands and knees, vomiting as my stomach burned.

      Then, just as the pain seemed like it would never end, everything suddenly faded to a dull throb. I glanced up to see my grandmother Lila’s spirit standing there, leaning over me with her hand on my back. As the cacophony of voices backed away, I pushed myself to a squatting position, wiping my mouth with the handkerchief that Bryan offered me. I scooped a handful of fresh snow into my mouth, let it melt, then spit it out. Another moment, and I felt steady enough to stand.

      “What happened?” he asked. “Were you attacked?”

      I shook my head. “No, not attacked. I heard voices. And her pain—Rosemary’s pain, it hit me like a ton of bricks. He gutted her like a fish. And he had fun doing it. He’s a sadistic motherfucker.” I seldom swore that strongly, but whoever the murderer was, he got off on pain and fear. And that made him a sadist of the worst kind.

      “Did she tell you anything?” Sophia asked, hopeful.

      I shook my head. “I haven’t even started to look for their spirits. The energy of the act is caught in the air here. It may be caught in the land, as well. The murders were so violent that they imprinted on the area. We need to cleanse this place, or it’s going to get as bad as the area around the Tree of Skulls.”

      Catching my breath, I accepted the water bottle Frank handed me and took a deep swig. I took a moment to shield myself so that I wouldn’t be caught unprepared again. Then, motioning for Peggin and Bryan to stand back, I began to circle the area. Sophia and Frank watched me carefully.

      The lookout was wide enough for a dozen cars, and next to it on either side were tall thickets. The patches of forest were dense, and to the east, they eventually merged with a county park. To the front—the south—a bluff led down to Lake Crescent.

      I stared over the silent water. The lake was beautiful in the soft hush of the snowfall, but beneath those hidden depths the Lady was waiting. I could feel her from here, but even she seemed to be wary tonight. Impulsively, I felt the urge to walk toward the west side of the turnout. There was something there, something twisted and ragged.

      I reached out.

      There, hiding behind one of the trees, was a spirit. I recognized it as a teenaged girl. When she realized I was looking at her, her eyes widened. She held her lips to her fingers, as if hushing me, and pointed toward the center of the turnout. The only ones there were Frank, Sophia, Peggin, and Bryan, so I knew she was seeing something from the night she died.

      I slowly made my way toward her, wondering how to best approach her. The girl’s eyes were wide, and I was surprised to see she wasn’t wearing her death mask. There were no signs of the gruesome assault she had endured, and I took that as a sign that she wasn’t aware of what had happened to her.

      As I approached, she crouched even further. I knelt to peek at her around the tree. “Hi,” I said, keeping my voice soft. “Can you hear me?”

      She nodded. He’s out there. Be careful or he’ll hear you.

      The words came in thoughts, rather than audibly. “Is he trying to hurt you?”

      Again a nod. Yes, I’m not sure where Emmet went. Maybe he got away and went for help. But you have to be careful or the bad man will catch you.

      I tried to think about how to tell her that she was dead. Finally, I decided to ask her about the murderer first, because there was no guarantee that when she found out she was no longer alive that she wouldn’t become hysterical.

      “Tell me about the man, so I can call the police. Who is he? Do you know him?”

      She shook her head. No, I’ve never seen him before. But he’s big, and he’s got a huge knife. He’s also got a gun. He came out of the woods while Emmet and I were… She blushed, turning her head away.

      “While you were making out? It’s all right, Rosemary. Your name is Rosemary, right?”

      Again a nod. I don’t know what he wants, but he yanked open Emmet’s door and dragged him out of the car. Emmet screamed for me to run and I managed to get my door open and out. I ran and ran…and now here I am. But he’s still out there, isn’t he? He’s still after me?

      “Tell me what he looks like, so I can talk to the police.” I was determined to find some sort of useful information. At least we knew that it was a man, now, though Sophia had already determined that. “Is he alone?”

      Rosemary licked her lips. He’s alone, yes. But he’s big—he must be six-three. And he’s strong. He has blond hair, like…short and spiky, and he’s about thirty years old. He’s got strange eyes. There’s something about his eyes…they’re cruel. And he has a scar on his chin. It looks like a big scab, but I think it’s a scar. I couldn’t see very well.

      The lights in the turnout area were fairly dim. The streetlamps cast a subtle glow around the area, but nothing like bright floodlights. “What’s he wearing?”

      She paused, scrunching up her face. After a minute she said, A pair of blue jeans and a brown leather jacket. Maybe…cowboy boots? I’m not sure. And he has a backpack with him that he dumped on the ground before he ran over to Emmet’s side of the car. That’s all I can remember. Is he still out there? Is it safe for me to come out?

      I let out a sigh. This was about all we were going to get. “Rosemary, you don’t know who I am, do you?”

      She shook her head. Are you a policewoman?

      It was my turn to bite my lip. Now came the hard part. “Rosemary, honey, I want you to listen to me carefully. You don’t have to worry about the man anymore. He can’t hurt you anymore.” I paused, wanting to be anywhere except here. “He already killed you, sweetie. You’re dead. He killed you and Emmet.” Sometimes, you just had to rip the bandage off.

      She stared at me for a moment, mouth open, and then began to slowly shake her head. No, I would know, wouldn’t I? I’d remember if he had…

      “Try to remember. What happened before you came running into the bushes?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment before a look of terror spread across her face. Oh my God. The knife. Over and over. I remember the knife was so sharp, and he kept laughing as he stabbed me. Emmet—he tied up Emmet, I remember now. I thought I had gotten away, I ran into the woods when he grabbed Emmet, but the man followed me, and I couldn’t get away. He dragged me back to the car, telling me to shut the F up or he’d kill Emmet. And then…the knife. I begged him to stop but he kept laughing.

      She was sobbing now, on her knees covering her eyes. I scooted closer and held out my hands, willing my touch to penetrate the barrier between us. I stroked her hair, feeling a ghostly softness beneath my fingers.

      “I know it’s so hard, but I’m here to help you. I can take you to the Veil, so you can move on into your new life. I can take you away from this memory, if you’ll trust me.”

      She looked up at me, her expression bleak. I’m never going to grow up, am I? I’ll never go to college, or get married. I’ll never have children. I’ll never do any of the things that my friends will do. After another pause, she added, What about my parents? And my little sister? I can’t stand that I’m going to hurt them like this.

      “It’s not your fault, Rosemary. None of this is fair, and none of this is your fault. But I can help. I can take them a message from you. What would you like me to tell them?”

      Rosemary sniffled then, wiping her cheeks. Tell them I love them, and that I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Tell my little sister she can have my things—I want her to have them. Tell her to take care of Mom and Dad for me. And please, tell them not to worry. I don’t want them to stop living. What about Emmet?

      As she spoke, I started to cry. She was so terribly sad. I wanted so much to give her what I couldn’t offer: the chance to grow up and become the woman she was meant to be.

      Why are you crying?

      “Because I wish I could help you more than I can. I can’t give you back your life, and I wish I could. But that’s not in my power. I can only help you to the Veil, so you don’t get stuck here and so you don’t have to relive this memory forever. As for Emmet, I’m sorry, but the murderer killed him, too. I’ll take him to the Veil as well, as soon as—” I froze as a silent figure slipped out of the forest behind Rosemary.

      For a moment, I was terrified that it might be the killer, returning for a souvenir, but it was a teenaged boy. I knew from the sight of him that he was Emmet. He wore his death mask, his torso slit from neck to his lower stomach. He was covered in blood, and his eyes flashed with anger and pain.

      Then he turned to me, and the anger vanished. You’re the spirit shaman, aren’t you? My mother said you had returned to take your grandma’s place.

      Rosemary screamed as she saw Emmet, backing away. No, oh Emmet, what did he do to you? Her words trembled with fear, and then with sorrow as reality crashed in on her.

      Emmet turned to me. How much does she remember?

      “Some, not all of it. She didn’t know she was dead till a moment ago,” I said softly.

      Emmet had watched the killer stab Rosemary and then rape her dead body. That had to be a heavy load for a young man. I shifted my focus to him, so that Rosemary wouldn’t hear. It was an odd ability, but I could talk to one ghost without another hearing what I was saying. Grandma Lila had left notes on how to do this in her journal, and it was a simple matter of concentration.

      “She doesn’t need to know the rest, Emmet. Maybe after she crosses the Veil she’ll remember, but until then, leave her alone about it.”

      You’ll take us to the Gatekeeper?

      “Yes, and I think it would help Rosemary if you can shift away from your death mask. If you go to meet Penelope together, I think it will be less traumatic for her, with you by her side.” Rosemary was so worried about her family that it might be hard to convince her to leave. “Also, I make the same promise to you that I did to her. I can take a message to your parents, if you would like me to.”

      Emmet sighed. Tell them I love them, and that I’ll be all right. Would you tell Rosemary’s parents that I tried to protect her? That I wanted to protect her?

      I could see the guilt washing over his face. “I will. But Emmet—there wasn’t anything you could have done.”

      I could have taken her to a safe place instead of suggesting we come up here. No—I know, but please, don’t try to make me feel better. I won’t let my guilt hold me here, but there are some things that are hard to let go of.

      My heart sinking, I nodded. “Is there anything you can tell me about the killer? Anything that Rosemary might not have remembered?”

      There is one thing that I don’t think she heard him say. As he was tying me up, he told me to sit still or I’d end up like the others. I don’t know what he meant but…

      “That sounds like there are more victims out there. Thank you, Emmet. Rosemary says he was tall and blond, around thirty?”

      That’s right. His backpack was leather and there was an embossed design on it of a skull and crossbones, with a star in the forehead of the skull. It’s odd what you remember, when everything is falling to pieces. But I distinctly remember wondering where he got the pack because it looked so cool. Even as he spoke, Emmet’s gruesome wounds began to vanish and by the time he finished, they were gone.

      Rosemary turned to him, her eyes widening. You aren’t hurt anymore?

      Emmet paused, glancing at me, then said, No, I’m not hurt anymore. Nothing can hurt me again—or you. Rosemary, we can’t spend the rest of our lives together like we thought, but we can go to the Veil together. He held out his hand. Will you go into death with me, like we would have gone into life together? He turned to me. I know it’s not official, but I want to marry her. Now. Will you…

      Tears streaming down my cheeks, I nodded. “Rosemary, would you like that?”

      She stood, edging out of the bushes. Yeah, I would.

      “Then hold hands. Do you pledge your love together? Will you walk into the great expanse, hand in hand, making your final journey together as husband and wife?”

      Emmet turned to Rosemary. I wanted to protect you, but I couldn’t. Now, I’ll do whatever it takes to make you happy. I’ll be by your side as long as possible, loving you in death, even as I loved you in life. I would have asked you, you know. After we graduated. There’s never been anybody else, not since I met you in eighth grade.

      Rosemary smiled through her tears. I’ll come with you, wherever the journey takes us. I fell in love with you the day you helped my little sister when her bird died. You buried Budgie in the yard, and you made Tracy feel so special by taking the time to do that. Right then, I thought, if he’s like that with my sister, how would he be with children? So yes, I’ll walk with you, loving you in death, even as I loved you in life.

      “Then, by the power vested in me as a spirit shaman, I pronounce you husband and wife.” I paused as they kissed, their lips meeting gently in the snow-filled night. After a moment, I said, “I need you to meet me in the graveyard, at Penelope’s tomb. You know where it is, Emmet?”

      He nodded. We’ll meet you there. We’ll wait till you get there.

      As they shimmered out of sight, I lowered my head, weeping for the needless loss. Two bright spirits, snuffed out of life by one crazed psycho. But at least I could ease their way. I could help them make the transition. I could ease some of their regrets by delivering their last words to their parents. After a moment, I composed myself and turned back to the others, who were standing around watching me.

      “I don’t know how much you saw or heard,” I said.

      “I saw something in the bushes,” Peggin said, “but couldn’t make it out clearly.”

      Bryan held out his arms. “I heard some of what you were saying. You found them, didn’t you?”

      Nodding, I leaned my head against his shoulder. “It’s all such a waste. Such a horrible, vicious waste.”

      Turning to Sophia, I told her everything Emmet and Rosemary had said. “It’s definitely one person, a white male, from what they said. Tall, blond, a scar or scab on his chin. Burly guy, with a leather backpack that has a skull and bones embossed on it, and a star in the forehead of the skull. And there’s something else you need to know. Something Penelope said.” I told her about the spirit of the girl named Nancy. “You may want to look through your missing persons reports to see if anybody has reported a teenager running away.”

      “Shit,” she said, paling. “If there’s another one, then that means a serial killer.”

      “Yeah, and from what Emmet said, it does sound like there’s more than one victim. I have to go back to the graveyard, to make sure Emmet and Rosemary meet Penelope. But I would like to give their messages to their parents, if you think it will help.” Most people in Whisper Hollow believed in ghosts and spirits. They were accepted as fact here, rather than as imagination.

      “I’ll call them down to the office tomorrow. Can you come in around three?”

      I nodded. “Meanwhile, you need to alert the public. People have to know there’s a danger. I realize it may mean he’ll go underground, but if you keep this quiet and it happens again, then you’ll be in deep shit with the public. And I really don’t want to have to talk to more dead teenagers. This isn’t easy.”

      “I know it’s not. I’ll call a press conference to make the eleven o’clock news tonight and ask them to run it again tomorrow.” Sophia sighed, hands on her hips. “I hate to think that he’s out there, waiting for his next victim. Frank, start searching for missing—”

      “Already am,” he said, staring at his tablet. “A girl named Nancy Westerford was reported missing last week. She’s a wild child. Her mother thought she was just staying overnight with a friend, like she does every now and then. She didn’t worry until the next night, when Nancy didn’t come home from school. Her mother called her friend and the girl said she hadn’t seen Nancy since school the day before. The mother reported her as a runaway, because Nancy was upset over the fact that her father was getting married again and Mrs. Westerford wasn’t going to allow her to attend the wedding. We contacted the father, but the girl wasn’t there.”

      “That would add up with what Penelope told me, timewise. How old was Nancy?” I asked.

      “Fourteen.” Frank frowned. “Did Penelope tell you where to find her body?”

      “No, unfortunately. But I’d start in these woods. Serial killers often pick a dump site, though if he’s new in town, let’s hope he hasn’t had a chance to establish one yet. At least he’s not dumping them in the lake. We’d never find them.” I walked back over to Bryan, frowning. There was something more to this case, and though I couldn’t pinpoint what, it bothered me. But for now, I had to let the police do their thing, and I needed to deliver Emmet and Rosemary to Penelope.

      As we headed back to the cemetery, I stared out the window, deep in thought. Peggin was quiet from the backseat, and Bryan didn’t have much to say either. It had been a long day, and all of us were tired. The sorrow over seeing those two young kids die before their time was clinging to me like Saran Wrap. I tried to shake it off, but even after I met them in the graveyard and escorted them into Penelope’s waiting embrace, I couldn’t stop thinking about the look on Rosemary’s face when she realized she was dead.

      Some days, it just didn’t pay to get out of bed.
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      The next morning, I was up and dressed by six a.m. I had planned on sleeping in, but my dreams were fitful, and finally, after waking up once an hour all night long, I gave up and wearily padded into the bathroom, letting the steam roll over me as I tried to wake up in the shower.

      I was almost ready to turn off the water when Bryan joined me. He slid his arms around me, pulling me back against him, and I closed my eyes as he ran his hands up and down my body, cupping my breasts, lingering over my nipples. He leaned down and kissed the nape of my neck, and I moaned slightly as I felt his arousal. He pressed against me, hard and urgent.

      “I want you,” I whispered. “Do you have—”

      “Right here,” he whispered back, reaching into one of the shower caddies to pull out a condom. He ripped the package open with his teeth and I turned, taking the rubber from him. I knelt in front of him, eye-level with his smooth, hard cock, and began to roll the condom over his erection. He let out a gasp, reaching to brace himself against the shower wall. When I was done, he pulled me up to face him, for a long, luxurious kiss. Then he leaned down to kiss my throat, and still farther to trail kisses down my chest, taking one of my breasts in his mouth as he tugged on the nipple.

      “I love your breasts,” he said, his voice throaty and deep. “I love your breasts, your ass, your legs—everything about you.” And then he was on his knees, pushing me back up against the shower wall. “Spread your legs.”

      I did, grabbing hold of the hand railing on the back of the shower, closing my eyes as the water streamed down on us. Bryan settled between my legs, his tongue bathing me with a rough urgency. He circled my clit, and with each touch, I tensed, hungry to have him inside me, and yet—I wasn’t quite ready. I wanted to reach that peak, to let go and fall over the edge before he rode me. Bryan seemed to sense my feelings and set to in earnest. I moaned again as his tongue laved my clit, sending me higher and higher. With one hand, I cupped my breast, squeezing and pinching my nipple, while with the other I held onto the railing.

      Bryan glanced up. “I love it when you caress your breasts,” he said, throaty. “Touch yourself. Let me watch you.” He pulled away, crouching in the shower as the water streamed over us.

      I slid my other hand down over my stomach, down to my inner lips, where I slipped two fingers inside. As I began to circle my clit, the feeling of him watching set me off. I rubbed harder, feeling wanton and wayward. The water streamed over my head, slicking my hair to my body.

      Bryan watched, his shaft fully erect as his eyes began to gleam. Then, when I was almost reaching a peak, he lunged forward. He took my hand and licked each finger. “You taste like honey,” he said, drawing me down to the floor of the shower. As I laid back, bending my knees, he dipped his head between them again and this time, it took only a moment till I climaxed, every chord within me reverberating through my body. I let out a shriek and then he was looming over me, sliding into me as his chest met my breasts.

      The soap and water made us slippery, and the feel of his skin against mine was like silk. I arched my back as he drove himself between my legs, pinning me to the floor. His girth spreading me wide, he began to thrust, building up friction.

      Then, in one smooth motion, he wrapped his hands around my waist and rolled, bringing me up to ride him. I arched my back, aware that the water was quickly cooling, but we were so far into the sex haze that it didn’t matter. As the lukewarm drops began to beat on my back, I arched my back some more, sliding down his shaft, and let out a cry as he slid a finger between my legs, once again bringing me to climax. Then, before I was back to myself, he grabbed my waist, holding me tight against him, his cock deep into my sex. The next moment, he stiffened, thrusting as he let out a growl, coming so hard that I could feel his cock pulse inside of me.

      A moment later, we lay spent on the floor of the shower, the water now a brisk chill as it still streamed over us, washing away the scent of our passion.
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      Thoroughly awake now, I was grateful for the heat of the blow dryer as I styled my hair. It was long and wavy, a deep brunette that was the color of strong coffee. I used mousse and a light layer of hair spray to hold the waves that tumbled down my shoulders. After putting on my makeup, I got dressed, choosing a pair of black corduroy jeans and a cobalt blue V-neck sweater. I buckled my belt—black leather—and slipped on a pair of scuffs that I wore around the house when I didn’t want to wear shoes.

      A glance outside the window told me it was still snowing, and we had about six inches on the ground now. The chill penetrated through the window, and my breath fogged up when I leaned against it, looking at the blanketed ground outside.

      “Breakfast!” Bryan called from the kitchen.

      I headed out to find him serving up waffles, bacon, and eggs, along with hot mocha.

      “You’re spoiling me,” I said, grinning as I slid into my chair and draped my napkin over my lap.

      “Wait till we’re married.” He winked at me, setting a plate in front of me.

      Bryan had proposed last month, and I was wearing what would have been my mother’s wedding ring. It was rose gold, the filigree wrapping around a center diamond that was at least half a carat, faceted into what was known as an old European cut. The diamond shimmered under the light. It had belonged to my father’s great-grandmother. Ivy had given it to him, and Avery had given it to my mother, but they never had the chance to be married. Now, the ring would forever stand for both Avery and Tamil, and Bryan and me.

      “What are you doing today?” I asked around a mouthful of waffle.

      “I’m talking to my accountant and putting the majority of my businesses up for sale. A couple that are easily run and good moneymakers, I’ll hand over to a manager—a qualified one, this time—and let them ride.” He stopped me before I could say anything. “Not a word. I’m good with this, it’s what I want to do.”

      My phone dinged and I picked it up, checking my text messages. There was a message from Penelope: veronica requires a meeting with you. meet her tonight at nine o’clock in her lair. you may bring your guardian.

      “Holy fuck. Veronica wants to see me tonight at nine. What does she want?” I glanced over at Bryan. “Can you make it?”

      “Of course I can. You’d better let Ellia know.” He shouldered his messenger bag. “I’m off. I’ll be back by around five. Call or text me if you need me before then.”

      I nodded absently as he kissed me and slipped out the back door, heading over to his house. What could Veronica want? She wasn’t given to small talk or chatter. When the Queen of the Unliving summoned you, there was always a reason. The only way I’d find out was to be patient and show up at her lair tonight.

      Sighing, I stabbed a second waffle and drowned it in butter and syrup before texting back: i’ll be there, and so will bryan.
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      At quarter to three, I was waiting in Sophia’s office, wondering what Rosemary’s parents would be like. Emmet’s parents had declined to meet me. I couldn’t really blame them. They’d been through a horrendous shock, but I asked Sophia to let them know that I’d be willing to talk to them whenever they were ready.

      I glanced around the office. The police station was in city hall, on Oak Street across from the elementary school. Behind city hall, on Whisper Hollow Way, were the library and the fire station. And to the side, across Emergency Way, stood the hospital. The city hall was a two-story red brick building that reminded me of an old schoolhouse. But the brick was in good repair, and the windows were so clean they sparkled.

      Sophia’s office held the obligatory filing cabinets, bookshelves, and certificates on the wall. Her desk was utilitarian but neat and tidy, and next to the phone was a picture of her family. Sophia was married to Tomás Castillo, a veterinarian. I planned on making an appointment with him to get the cats checked out in the next few weeks. I had heard he had a special talent with small animals—that he was a regular Dr. Dolittle. Sophia had a daughter as well, named Maria, who was a freshman in high school.

      Sophia had asked me to wait for her so I sat in the chair next to her desk, staring at my phone. A stack of file folders sat on the corner of her desk and I glanced at them, but kept my hands to myself. The truth was, I was nervous. While I had talked to the families of the dead before, it was usually some time after the fact, not immediately after their loved ones had been murdered.

      The door opened, and I jumped as Sophia escorted a couple into the room. They looked incredibly young—too young to have a teenage daughter. But then again, if I’d had a daughter at twenty, she’d be nearly fourteen now.

      “Kerris, I’d like you to meet Rosemary’s parents. Edward and Tiffany Leeland.” She turned to the couple. “Please, have a seat. Would you like me to stay while you talk to Kerris? Or I can leave you alone if you’d like.”

      Tiffany Leeland was a short, blond woman. She looked so gaunt and pale I thought she might fade away. Grief did that to people. It turned them into husks and drained the life out of them, until they could find their core once again.

      Edward, on the other hand, was holding up, though I suspected the façade was for the sake of his wife. I could see the grief in his eyes, if not his body language. Our society was cruel to men in that regard, forcing them to play the strong silent type when all they might want to do was sit and weep.

      “You can stay.” Tiffany gave a little shrug as she sat down in the chair next me. Edward sat by her, his hand on her knee. She placed her hand over his, which told me that their grief was bringing them together rather than driving them apart. Thank the gods for small favors.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” I said.

      “Sophia told us that you’re the new spirit shaman. If you have any messages from Rosemary, we want to hear them. Is she in pain?” Tiffany blurted out. “I hope she’s not in pain.”

      I shook my head. “No, she’s not in any pain. To be honest, she didn’t know she was dead at first, but I helped her understand, and then I led her and Emmet to Penelope. The Gatekeeper guided them over to the Veil, and they’re free now. Rosemary asked me to give you a message.”

      Tiffany was crying by this point, but a hopeful look broke through her tears. “I hope she knew how much we loved her.”

      “Don’t have any worries about that,” I said with a smile. “Trust me, she knew you loved her. She asked me to tell you that she loved you and her sister very much. She asked that you give her sister all of her things. And the thing she most wanted you to know is that she doesn’t want you to stop living. She doesn’t want you to grieve for her too long.”

      “That seems an impossible task,” Tiffany said.

      “I know, but she wants you to focus on helping her sister. Also, Emmet asked me to tell you he did his best to protect her. He wants you to know that. And…I married them, at least in spirit. They would have gotten married if they had lived, and it was the last wish I could grant both of them.” I wasn’t sure how that last part would go over, but I hoped it would make them happy.

      Tiffany and Edward sat there for a moment, tears streaming down both of their cheeks. Finally, Tiffany said, “That all sounds so much like her. She wouldn’t want us to be unhappy. And we know how much she loved Emmet. From the first time they met, they were always together.”

      “Rosemary’s main worry was that she felt like she was hurting you. That her death would wound you. I told her that none of this was her fault. Life isn’t fair, and she’s not to blame for this. She accepted that at the end, so you can put your minds at rest. She’ll rest easy. And so will Emmet, who was the love of her life.”

      “Thank you,” Edward said. “I can’t believe our little girl is gone. I can’t believe any of this happened.” He looked around. “Where are Emmet’s parents?”

      Sophia spoke up. “They weren’t quite ready to hear what Kerris had to tell them.”

      “Did… Did Rosemary tell you who killed her?” Tiffany asked, raising her eyes to meet mine.

      I glanced at Sophia who gave me a brief shake of the head. “No, I’m sorry. She gave us a few things to go on, but whoever killed her was a stranger. She didn’t know him.” I couldn’t just lie to them, but I didn’t want to get their hopes up. Not yet.

      “Thank God. I’m so grateful that it wasn’t a friend of ours. You hear about that—perverts preying on their friends’ children. I’m just grateful it wasn’t anyone we knew. Somehow, that a stranger killed her makes it easier to bear,” Tiffany said.

      “I want to hunt him down like a dog. Whoever did this, I want him punished.” A dark cloud rolled across Edward’s face.

      “We’re working on it,” Sophia said. “We have something to go on now. But I can’t promise you when—or if—we’ll manage to find the killer. He could be gone by now. He could have been just passing through Whisper Hollow. But I have officers combing the woods, looking for any sign of him. And we have people manning the phones. Last night’s news broadcast brought in a few tips that we’re checking out.”

      “Is there anything you can tell us?” Edward said, his voice raspy.

      I knew right then that it would be dangerous for Sophia to give him any of the hints or tips that they had gathered. He was ready to go off, like a pistol, and if he targeted the wrong person it could make things so much worse.

      “Sophia, can I talk to you moment?” I jumped to my feet.

      She gave me a puzzled look, but nodded. She turned to Edward and Tiffany. “Please wait here.” Then, leading the way, she guided me to a conference room across the hall. Once the door was shut, I turned to her.

      “Watch out for Edward. He’s ready to go off on the first person he thinks had anything to do with his daughter’s death. He’s so wound up, he’s tighter than a spring. And somehow, I don’t think he’ll stop to ask himself if he’s targeting the right person. Don’t tell him anything, please. Not until you know more.”

      She nodded gravely. “I had the same feeling. Don’t worry, I won’t supply any ammo for him to work with. Thank you, though. I think talking to you is going to help them work through this. Knowing that she’s okay and not in any pain, that’s a blessing.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said. “I’m going to take off. If they ask, that’s all she said to me.”

      As I headed toward the exit, I couldn’t imagine the pain that Edward and Tiffany were experiencing. I hoped what I had said would ease the way for them. No one should have to bury their child, but the world was unfair. The Leelands weren’t the first to lose their child, and they wouldn’t be the last. Trying to shake away the cobwebs, I returned to my car and pulled out of the parking lot.
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      On the way home, I decided to pick up dinner. Given that we had to go visit Veronica that evening, I didn’t feel like cooking and I doubted that Bryan would feel like it either. A new takeout place had popped up on Fir Street, and I had passed it twice already. Each time, I had thought it smelled so good, so I finally decided to give it a try.

      Pirate’s Fish and Chips had a drive-through window. As I eased in next to the menu and rolled down my window, I could smell garlic and onion and the savory scent of fish.

      I scanned the selections.

      When the server asked for my order, I spoke into the intercom. “I want two four-piece fish and chip meals.”

      “Halibut, cod, or salmon?”

      “Halibut. And I want two Deep Bowls of clam chowder, New England style. Can you add an extra order of french fries to that?” Both Bryan and I had healthy appetites. The deep bowls of clam chowder apparently held twelve ounces each, and the fish fillets looked good sized.

      As I pulled ahead and handed over my credit card, the scent of the fish was so good that my mouth began to salivate. I carefully placed the bags of food on the floor, and worked my way back into traffic. There wasn’t much in Whisper Hollow, but at the end of the day we had our traffic jams and gridlock. Luckily, I didn’t live too far away, and even though the roads were icing up, I had good snow tires that Bryan had put on my car a few weeks ago.

      By the time I got home it was almost dark, and the snow had started up again. It had stopped about mid-morning, but now big flakes were fluttering down to cover the already frozen ground. The temperature hadn’t risen above thirty-eight degrees all day, and now it was down to thirty-four. We’d be below freezing before it was time to go see Veronica.

      I carried the food to the house, trying not to slip. I needed to shovel the walk before anybody hurt themselves. I’d bought a new snow shovel when the first snow hit, given the old one’s handle was almost broken.

      As I unlocked the front door and shouldered my way through with my bags, Bryan called out from the kitchen. “Are you home?”

      “Are you expecting anybody else?” I asked, laughing.

      “Only this hot chick I’m engaged to,” Bryan countered, coming out of the kitchen as he wiped his hands on a dish towel. He took one look at the takeout bags and hurried over to take them from me. “Bless you for buying dinner. I was just about ready to start cooking and the refrigerator is still empty. We were about to have macaroni surprise for dinner.”

      “What’s macaroni surprise?”

      “That’s the surprise—it’s macaroni and margarine. You don’t even have cheese. You really need to go shopping tomorrow. If you don’t, I’ll do it for you.”

      “I’ll take care of the shopping tomorrow, if you’ll shovel the walk. It’s getting downright dangerous out there.” I stamped my feet, getting snow all over the floor.

      As I pulled off my jacket and gloves and unzipped my ankle boots, Bryan sat the food on the table and brought out a mop. Shaking his head, he took care of the snow that was rapidly melting on the floor.

      “I’m just glad you made it home safe. The streets are going to suck tonight. I was listening to the weather report and they said it’s due to drop down to twenty-four degrees tonight. It should stop snowing before then, but whatever is on the roads is guaranteed to freeze solid. When we go out to the cemetery tonight, be sure to wear a pair of boots that have good traction. I’d suggest walking there, but I know how exhausted you can get when you’re talking to Penelope and Veronica.”

      “Yeah, unfortunately I think I need to build up my meet-the-dead stamina. Come on, let’s eat dinner. I’m starved.”

      I gave him a quick kiss and hurried into the kitchen, where I turned on the espresso machine and pulled myself three shots of espresso, then heated up milk and cocoa for a sugary mocha.

      As we settled at the table, I told him how things had gone with Sophia and the Leelands. We really were developing a routine, and I suddenly thought that I had a lifetime of this to look forward to—coming home to Bryan, eating dinner with him, making love to him. The thought filled me with warmth, but in the background another murmur whispered things that weren’t so pleasant.

      You also have a lifetime of visiting the dead ahead of you. Of escorting them over to Penelope, and of dealing with the spirits around this town.

      I tried to push the thought away as I dug into my meal, but beneath the surface, I knew it was true. As bright and joyful as my life could be, the constant whisper of the dead ran in the background. And they would never be far.
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      Veronica’s lair was past the Pest House Cemetery. As we pulled into the parking area of the cemetery proper, it occurred to me that I was spending a lot of time in the graveyard, and maybe it would behoove me to create a map to orient myself. Over the years, I’d be here a lot, and I might as well get to know my home away from home.

      I carried my bag o’ tricks with me—the tools my grandmother had left to me—including the new dagger that we’d found in the basement of Peggin’s now–burned down house. Well, it wasn’t new, exactly, but it was new to me.

      The Hounds had been hiding it, but like all magical tools in epic tales, the blade had found its way home to me. The dagger had a long obsidian blade, which was surprisingly strong, given the fragile nature of obsidian. The hilt was carved from bone, and whether it was animal or human, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know.

      Carrying the dagger into Veronica’s lair was problematic. I could dispel the Unliving with it, and she was one of the Unliving. But we had an oath between us of sorts, and unless she overstepped her reach, I would never lift a finger against her.

      The path through the Pest House Cemetery was tangled, and here, the dead were left to their own devices. The lawn-care guys seldom journeyed to this part of the graveyard, and they were blasé about the fact that the owner of the cemetery called them chicken. The fact was, very few who were buried in the Pest House Cemetery had anyone left to remember them or mourn their loss.

      As I opened the wrought iron gate that barred the way into the Pest House Cemetery, it squeaked on its hinges, letting out a shriek of protest.

      “Dude, next time we come, remind me to bring a can of neatsfoot oil, because both the gate and the hinges on Penelope’s tomb squeak so loudly it startles me every time.”

      Bryan nodded. “All right.”

      The cemetery was dark, even in the silvery light of the snowfall. Shades and shadows lurked here, and the dead who had been buried here rested uneasily.

      Some of them were from the Pest House itself, from that brutal time when the practice of medicine was as harsh as the diseases it sought to cure. There were Shadow People here, as well, but as we walked along sidewalk, trying not to slip on the frozen and compacted snow, I held my dagger out, a warning to keep them at bay.

      The Shadow Man who had been in my house hadn’t shown himself again, not since I last saw him, but I was still wary even though I kept the house warded heavily. My grandmother Ivy had taught me the basics of warding, and I could weave a tight spell of protection now.

      “What are you thinking?” Bryan asked.

      “I’m just wondering what Veronica wants. I have a few questions for her.”

      I paused as we came to the end of the walk. At the back of the Pest House Cemetery, there was a hillside that ran along the lake, a bluff overlooking the watery depths. Here, burrowing into the base of the hill, Veronica made her home.

      Several of the Unliving were wandering around and a few of them eyed us suspiciously as we passed. They could sense the dagger, and they knew I was both the spirit shaman and a threat. Neither trait endeared me to them.

      The Pest House itself was illuminated under the glow of the sky. I could see spirits wandering through it—the place was rife with them. One day, I needed to go inside, just to see how bad it was. But I wasn’t sure just how much damage the Unliving and the Haunts could do. There also appeared to be a number of the Mournful there as well. It was one big potluck of spirits, ripe for trouble and waiting for someone to vent their anger on.

      “Have you ever been in there?” Bryan asked.

      “You reading my mind now?” I said. Sometimes, it seemed like he could pick up on my thoughts.

      But he just shook his head. “I’m just concerned. Why won’t the city tear it down? It seems like it would be wisest. Then you could salt the earth or something like that.”

      “I think that would be wise, too, but the city council refers to it as a landmark. I should ask Oriel.” I had never thought to look into who was on the city council, and I realized I didn’t even know who the mayor was currently. “You know, I suppose I should get to know the people who run this town up front, as well as the behind-the-scenes players like the Matriarchs.”

      Bryan gave me a dubious shake of the head. “You had better check first, to make sure none of them are connected with Cú Chulainn’s Hounds. We can’t be too careful.”

      I hated to admit it, but he was right. If the Hounds had managed to infiltrate city government, we’d have to walk softly. On the other hand, if they had managed to gain that much power, we probably should meet with the Matriarchs and figure out a way to oust them, so to speak. With a sigh, I returned my attention to the Unliving who were wandering around the cemetery.

      Not far from where we stood, there was an entrance against the edge of the hill, leading deep beneath the bluff. Veronica held court there. I had met her once, and I had hoped to stave off any future meetings, at least this soon. I stepped off the path, and the moment I did so, two of the dead headed my way. I recognized them from my last visit.

      They were twins, and they looked like teenaged boys. They had blond hair and were tall and gaunt, and the flickering light in their eyes glowed a soft incandescent white. They were surrounded by a pale green fire—an aura that most of the Unliving emanated. They stopped short in front of us, their gaze fixed on me.

      “I have an appointment with Veronica,” I said.

      The boys turned as they said as one, “Follow us.”

      They led us toward the entrance of Veronica’s lair. The passage was wide and tall, leading into a large cavern. Five different passages led into other parts of the lair, and a pale yellow light glimmered against the walls. Even though I’d been here before, I still couldn’t pinpoint where the light was coming from.

      Ghosts and members of the Unliving filled the chamber, and most of them stopped to watch us enter. I heard gasps, and I realized they could sense the dagger I was carrying in my bag.

      Whispers raced through the cavern but I ignored them, focused solely on the tunnel into which the twins led us. Within minutes, we reached the throne room and the twins separated, one to each side, as we passed through the entrance.

      The throne chamber was adorned with black and gold velvet, and a large firepit in the center of the room flickered with etheric fire, giving off a chill rather than heat.

      Toward the back, Veronica sat atop her throne. The throne was made of woven bones, a lacework in ivory. How old the throne was, I had no clue. But it was weathered by time. Whatever energy the original wearers of those bones had possessed was long gone.

      Veronica was dressed in a crimson gown made of jacquard, embellished with black lace. Her breasts swelled over the sweetheart neckline, the alabaster of her skin contrasting with the rich garnet of the material. Her hair was long and black, caught up in a chignon with a diamond comb holding it.

      Veronica’s eyes were mesmerizing. They were emerald, surrounded by a ring of blue fire, and her pupils were white-hot, glowing like neon. She stood as we stopped in front of her throne, towering over both Bryan and me.

      “So here we are again,” she said. Her voice sounded reedy, like wind whistling through the trees at night. “Spirit shaman, thank you for attending my call.”

      I inclined my head. Interacting with the dead was very much a chess game, filled with nuance and parlaying. After a moment, I said, “I have questions for you, Queen of the Dead.”

      She tilted her head, the light in her eyes flashing. “The dead are walking quite frequently, are they not?”

      I gave her a slow nod. “Yes, and that’s why I’m here. I want to know what’s going on. Why are you rousing them? Ellia and I have been run ragged the past couple weeks catching Haunts and pushing them back to their graves.”

      “And you think I called them out of the ground, out of the endless night?” She crossed her arms.

      I paused. Something in her voice told me that, while she knew the dead were getting out of control, she was as confounded as I was.

      “Haven’t you?” I decided being blunt was the most advantageous way to go.

      Veronica glanced around, then motioned to the Unliving who were wandering through her chamber. “Go. Shavon, Ivan, take them out.”

      The twins rounded up everyone who was haunting the chamber and escorted them out through a different tunnel than the one through which we had entered. They returned, standing beside their queen, staring pointedly at me.

      “Go, and return when I signal.”

      “Your Highness—” one of the twins began, but Veronica held up her hand.

      “I know very well she carries the dagger. She will not use it on me, nor you, as long as you mind your orders.” Veronica turned to me. “That you bring such a dagger into my presence could be construed as an insult, but both you and I know why you will never use it against me unless…” She paused.

      I nodded. If the Morrígan ordered me to destroy Veronica, both of us knew I would do it in a heartbeat. But barring that, given the Morrígan had turned Veronica into who she was now, we also both knew I wouldn’t interfere unless my life was on the line or she went rogue.

      The twins turned and hightailed it out of the chamber. The only ones left were Veronica, Bryan, and me.

      “So, have you been rousing the dead? You’ve done so in the past. The ball—”

      “I am not inclined to throw a gala at this time. So the answer to your question is no, I’m not the one rousing the dead and calling them out of their graves. Quite the opposite. Someone is doing it and I’d like to know who, because whoever it is, they’re intruding on my territory.” She motioned to a bench near her throne. “Sit. This is why I called you here tonight.”

      “If you’re not doing it, then…” I paused, trying to recall whether Grandma Lila had left any mention of how the Unliving and Haunts could be summoned back from the Veil. I knew Veronica could do it, but could anybody else?

      “Occasionally, Haunts and the Unliving return on their own, but there have been far too many over the past few weeks for that to be the case,” Veronica said, pacing in front of her throne. “Someone out there has to be summoning the dead, whether wittingly or unwittingly.”

      “It can happen without someone knowing they’re doing it? And who can call up that many in the first place? Ellia and I have been running our butts off chasing down Haunts.” I paused, then said, “Is it possible another queen might be seeking to claim your territory?”

      Veronica shook her head. “No. You know my secrets. There are never two queens in the same area. You can cross that worry off the list.” She paused in mid-step. “But…some humans have the power to summon the dead. A necromancer could call on the Haunts and Unliving.”

      I frowned. “I know mediums can talk to the dead, but necromancers are real? I mean, I’ve seen them mentioned in movies and the like, but…”

      “With all the things you’ve seen and dealt with, you still doubt? Look who you’re talking to,” Veronica said, laughing, though I sensed no mirth in her laughter. “Of course necromancers are real. In fact, some of them take advantage of their powers to fleece gullible people. They call up the dead, convince the house owner they’re haunted, and charge a great fee for dispelling the ghosts. It’s a common scam.”

      I stared at her. “I had no idea that went on. I worked for a ghost hunting agency in Seattle, but we were on the up and up.”

      Veronica regarded me with faint amusement. “Yes, I can see you doing that.” She paused for a moment. “You do realize that most necromancers tend to be on the other side of the law? And I’m not talking about the law of the land. They work in shadows and shades, and the majority I have met over the centuries have been self-serving in their agenda.”

      “Do you think that whoever it is has been around Whisper Hollow for a while?” That Veronica was so serious about the subject worried me. And then it hit me. “Can necromancers have an effect on you?”

      To my surprise, Veronica took a seat on the bench opposite of us. As tall and macabre as she was, for a moment I could almost see her as she had been when she was alive. When she, too, was a spirit shaman.

      “While I would be a match for any of them, the truth is, yes. Necromancers can affect Queens of the Unliving. We are not immune to their magic, and that can be a problem if they try to control us. If you think I’m dangerous, imagine me used as a weapon by a psychopath.”

      Her words hit me in the gut. The thought that someone could use Veronica’s powers for their own ends was terrifying. “Would you be able to contact me if that happens? How would we know?”

      “If someone took control of me, I could destroy part of the town. I could send all of my court to attack the citizens of Whisper Hollow. And no, if someone else happened to be in control of my actions, I doubt that I would be able to contact you.”

      Another question came to mind. “Can a necromancer control Penelope? She’s the Gatekeeper for the dead.”

      “No. No one can control Penelope except for the Morrigan herself.” Veronica placed one foot on the bench, wrapping her arms around her knee. “As to your question about whether the necromancer has lived in Whisper Hollow for some time, I don’t think so. I could be wrong, but I think I would know if someone like that lived here. Although…” She paused, looking uncertain.

      “Whatever it is, say it. You and I may not see eye to eye on most things, but we both want this town intact.”

      Veronica straightened up, lowering her foot to the floor. “You’re correct on that. All right. While he’s no necromancer, I have doubts about the undertaker. The old one was respectful to all the dead. But I’ve heard rumors that the new undertaker… Shall we say… Takes liberties with his charges.”

      I let out a little groan. Next to me, Bryan shifted uncomfortably. “You aren’t saying what I think you’re saying, are you?”

      The last thing I wanted to deal with was a necrophiliac. Then again, the serial killer had already crossed that line from what the medical examiner had told us. Which made me wonder: could there be some connection between Jonah Westwood and whoever had killed Rosemary and Emmet?

      Veronica shrugged. “Honestly? I can’t tell you for sure. All I know is there’s something going on with the undertaker and whatever it is disturbs me. And if something disturbs me, you know there’s a problem.”

      I thought for a moment, debating whether she would have any information on Rosemary’s killer.

      Finally, I said, “I sent two spirits through the Veil last night. They were both murdered, brutally. And Penelope told me that another spirit passed through last week who looked like she had been murdered as well. I think we’re dealing with a serial killer. Do you think the murders could have a connection to the necromancer who is rousing the dead?”

      “That I don’t know,” Veronica said. “But it’s certainly not out of the question. The very presence of a necromancer is like a flame to the moths. The dead walk with them. So it seems as though we have several problems to deal with. Or, rather, you have several problems to deal with. There’s not much I can do, locked within my mountain lair here. But whatever help I can be, you have only to ask.”

      I waited for a moment but she said nothing else. Finally, she stood. “Keep me informed of what you find out. And I will send messages to you if I hear of anything. The secrets in this town go as far back as the beginning of the town itself. But eventually they come to light. And eventually, we’ll find out what’s causing the problem with the dead who are walking.”

      Bryan and I stood to go, but I suddenly had to ask a burning question. “Veronica, have you seen my grandfather? Duvall? The Lady took him, and she hasn’t given him back as far as I know. Unless he’s here, in your kingdom?” I hoped to hell she’d say no. If Duvall was here, in her underground kingdom, then I would dread coming here again. If he were here, I’d have to ask her to release him to me so I could destroy him.

      But at least she could set my mind at ease on that. “No, Kerris. Your grandfather is still in the depths of the water, in the embrace of the Lady. If he surfaces and I find him walking, I will give him to you. I give you my word.”

      And with that, we were dismissed.
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      The next morning, I headed out to do the shopping. I was on edge from the night before, but I needed to think things through before taking any action. I needed to research just what necromancers could do, and I needed to talk to the Matriarchs and the Crescent Moon Society about what was happening.

      I pulled into the curb by Carter’s Market and, grabbing my shopping bags, headed into the store. I had barely managed to put a five-pound bag of potatoes in my cart before I heard a voice I recognized one aisle over. I quickly pushed the cart forward, peeking around the end of the aisle.

      There, shopping together, were Starlight Williams and Tonya Pajari. Starlight was a socialite, a soccer mom and—inexplicably—the leader of the Crescent Moon Society. That she was shopping with Tonya seemed odd to me, given Tonya was a carpenter, a tarot reader, and about the furthest thing from girly that I could imagine. They did a double-take when they saw me, but Starlight’s bestie-smile came out full force as soon as she realized I was staring at her.

      “Kerris! What are you doing here?” she asked, swarming me with her personality. That was the only way I could think of to describe it. Starlight smothered people, draping them in hugs, downing them in air-kisses, basically mobbing them so they wouldn’t have a chance to say anything she didn’t like. Now, she swept around her cart, intent on giving me a huge hug.

      I quickly sidestepped, putting my cart between us. “Starlight, Tonya, what a surprise! It looks like we all have empty cupboards.” I found it hard to talk to Starlight. We had gotten off on the wrong foot, and even though we had passed that divide, I still found I could only handle her in small doses. A little of Starlight went a long way.

      Tonya gave me a brief nod. She, too, was in the Crescent Moon Society, but her I liked. She was a fortune-teller and a carpenter by trade, an odd combination, but it worked for her, and from what I heard, her clients on both sides of the fence loved her work. She was also a lot quieter than Starlight, and much less effusive.

      It occurred to me that now was a good time to ask Starlight to convene a special meeting of the Crescent Moon Society. A little thought squeaked that I might want to talk to the Matriarchs first, but I shook it away. A serial killer in the town was everybody’s business, and it had already been made public via Sophia’s newscast. And the presence of a necromancer concerned the society.

      “Starlight, I’d like to ask a favor,” I said, tossing a bag of egg noodles in my cart, then adding two packages of spaghetti and a bag of elbow macaroni.

      “Pasta lover, eh?” she said, still smiling. “I never eat it. Too fattening.” She paused, then added, “A favor? Sure, what do you need?”

      I ignored the obvious dig. Starlight was society-thin and I wasn’t, and I didn’t give a flying fuck. I glanced around to make sure we weren’t being overheard. “I need you to convene an emergency meeting of the CMS. I had a talk with Veronica last night and we have a problem, and the Society needs to know about it.”

      The smile vanished from her face, and she, too, gave a cursory glance around us. “All right. When? I don’t think I can get people together before tomorrow night.”

      “Then that will have to do, but as quickly as you can. Trust me, it’s necessary.” Even though Starlight and I butted heads a lot, she knew that I wouldn’t call a meeting unless it was absolutely vital.

      “As soon as I get home, I’ll start the arrangements. Tonya, can you help me man the phone tree?” Starlight glanced at Tonya, who shrugged and nodded.

      “Whatever you need. I can rope Nathan into helping, as well. He’s refinishing our living room floors, but that’s a multi-day job, so he can spare a few minutes.” She glanced at me. “You look pale. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah, but this may have to do with…did you hear about Sophia’s news conference?” It struck me that Starlight might not know about the double murder.

      Starlight looked confused. “No, I’ve been incredibly busy the past couple of days. What happened?”

      I glanced at Tonya, who also shook her head. “Rosemary Leeland and Emmet O’Malley, two high school kids, were killed. Double murder. Brutal slaying.”

      Starlight paled, and Tonya let out a little gasp. Both of them had teenagers at home.

      “You can’t be serious?” Starlight whispered. “I know Rosemary’s parents through the country club. I can’t believe I didn’t hear about this. When did it happen?”

      “Several nights ago, but Sophia kept it under wraps while they tried to gather evidence. They had absolutely no leads, so they asked me to come in and try to talk to Rosemary’s and Emmet’s spirits. I did, and we learned a few things that prompted Sophia to hold a press conference. They replayed it on the news yesterday morning. Sophia’s asking all parents to be aware of where their children are, and the cops are considering a curfew until they figure out whether—” I paused as my phone rang. A glance at the caller ID told me it was Sophia. “One moment, please.”

      I walked a few steps away and held my phone to my ear. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “We found Nancy’s body. I thought you’d want to know. She was found in the woods across from Raven Tree Farms, not too far from where we found Rosemary and Emmet. I’m going out on a very short limb here and say she was killed by the same man. She was brutally stabbed, and the ME says that she was sexually assaulted after she died.” Sophia sounded bleak. A serial killer preying on kids was the worst kind of freak. “I was wondering if you could…”

      “If you’re going to ask me to look for her spirit, it won’t do any good. Penelope said she passed through the Veil last week. I guess one of her deceased relatives was there for her when she died, and guided her over to the Gatekeeper. Do we have any psychics who might be able to pick up residual…” I paused, glancing back at Tonya. “What about Tonya Pajari? She reads the cards. Maybe she can come up with something.”

      “Can you ask her? I know who she is, but we haven’t had many dealings. She’s in the Crescent Moon Society, though, correct?”

      “Right. Hold on. She’s right here—I ran into her and Starlight at the grocery store. I’ll ask her and call you back.”

      “Thanks, Kerris. If she can do anything, I’d be grateful. We have a description of the killer from Rosemary and Emmet, but we found no leads except the DNA he left on the body, and we’ve run it through the national database. While it links to other kills around the country, there are no leads as to a name.”

      I murmured a quick good-bye and hung up. “Tonya, can you help us?” I asked, hurrying back to her and Starlight. I lowered my voice. “They just found Nancy Westerford’s body. I know for a fact that Nancy’s spirit passed through the Veil. Penelope told me. So I can’t talk to her. But if you have any psychic powers beyond using the cards, maybe you can pick up on something at the crime scene.”

      Tonya stared at me with a stark look. “I’ll do what I can. I don’t know how much help I can be. I do have some ability with psychometry, but I’m not sure how accurate I am.”

      “Any help would be welcome.” I lowered my voice even more. “Unfortunately, the fact that Nancy’s wounds match Rosemary’s pretty much means we have a serial killer on our hands.”

      “When do we need to be there? I really have to finish shopping. We have nothing in the house and Nathan needs lunch.”

      I held up my phone. “I’ll call Sophia and see if we can go over this afternoon. Will that work for you?”

      “Any time after one thirty is fine.” Tonya turned back to the shelves and began stacking jars of spaghetti sauce in her cart, along with various forms of pasta.

      I moved away again and called Sophia back. “Hey, Tonya will do what she can. Any chance we can meet you at around two o’clock?”

      “That will work. I’ll text you the directions, but it’s not far from where we found Rosemary and Emmet. Either he’s establishing a dump site, or he found them easy pickings in that area.”

      After I got off the phone and established that I’d pick up Tonya at around 1:45 at her house, I went back to my shopping.

      Carter’s Market was the main grocer in town, and his store had a wide selection of both organic produce and regular fare. He even had a local farmers section in the produce and meat aisles, and carried locally grown honey from the beekeepers.

      I paused in front of the candle selection to pick out several pairs of hand-dipped beeswax tapers, and then headed for produce. Eggplant and onions, garlic, broccoli, salad fixings, tomatoes, and Swiss chard all went in the basket. After adding enough apples of various kinds for a crumble, a pie—Bryan liked to bake—and some just for eating, I picked out some bananas, tossed in a bag of tangerines, and some grapes. Then, I hit the meat aisle, and after that, I tackled the junk food. I tried to eat healthy for the most part, but I couldn’t go without my Oreos or my Fritos. I loved both. And Bryan loved mint-chocolate chip ice cream, so I added a half-gallon of that along with a half-gallon of French vanilla and a half-gallon of neapolitan, rationalizing that we had a lot of company and could use the extra.

      Finally done, I added a bouquet of white roses to the cart, along with some blue carnations. Proper winter colors, I figured. By the time I finished checking out, I was ready for lunch. Grocery shopping always made me hungry, so I drove through the Burger Shack on the way home and picked up cheeseburgers, Totties—a crisp potato puff—and shakes.

      Bryan was in the kitchen when I got home. I carried in the takeout and flowers first.

      “Groceries are in the car. Show me your muscles, Adonis. Flaunt those bad boys!” I fluttered my lashes at him and blew him a kiss.

      He laughed. “Only if I get some of whatever smells so good.”

      “Of course I bought enough for you. I figured you might be over for lunch. Now, hurry up before our lunch gets cold.” I shooed him out and he made quick work of carrying in the groceries and helping me put them away. When we were done, we sat down with our lunch. I told him, over the cheeseburgers, that Sophia had found Nancy’s body.

      “I’m going to swing by Tonya Pajari’s house in an hour and pick her up. We’re going out to the crime scene to see if she can pick up any psychic impressions. Since Nancy crossed over, I’m doubting if I’ll be able to find any spirits around the area.”

      “What about the forest Fae? Remember how you talked to one near Yule?” Bryan reached for one of my Totties and I swatted his hand lightly.

      “Hey, those are mine. You finished yours, but I love you, so go ahead. And that’s an interesting idea. I hadn’t thought of that. There might be someone out there in the woods who saw what went down. I know Ivy’s good at contacting them. I’ll ask her. By the way, Starlight’s pulling together an emergency meeting of the CMS tomorrow night, so don’t make any plans. We’ll need to attend.”

      Once we finished lunch, Bryan went back to work and I decided to go out in the yard. The snow covered everything, and it was so cold that it wasn’t melting off. But I needed to be outside. I needed the fresh air to clear my head. Part of me felt that we should be focusing on Magda, given she was targeting the town. But we couldn’t spend every moment going after Cú Chulainn’s Hounds, especially since I had no idea what our next move would be against them.

      I thrust my hands in my pockets, wandering around the gardens. Now that Bryan had taken down the fence dividing our yards, we had a tremendous amount of space.

      I looked over at his estate. It was huge, a true mansion, but we had decided to live in my house after we got married and he would use his house for business. Now, though, given he was selling most of his businesses, it occurred to me that he wouldn’t need it for that. I hated seeing the house stand empty, and I wondered what it would be like to live in such a gigantic place. I loved my grandparents’ house, but it had a lot of baggage that came with it…a lot of bad memories surrounding Duvall. Maybe I should think about moving in with Bryan. I could rent out my house, or we could use it as a guesthouse.

      “I just don’t know,” I said aloud, shattering the silence.

      Overhead, in one of the trees, a crow let out a loud call. I looked up, half expecting to see the Crow Man sitting there in the branch beside it. But the crow was alone, staring down at me.

      “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked, staring back at the bird.

      But the crow wasn’t giving up any secrets. I waited for a moment. Usually, when the crows spoke to me, they were bringing me messages. But I had the feeling that this one was simply saying hello. I waved at it, slowly so as not to frighten it, and watched as it fluttered its wings and then took off into the air, soaring high overhead toward a tall cedar.

      Scuffing through the snow, I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time. I’d have to leave in a few minutes to pick up Tonya, so I turned back to the house. At that moment, I thought I saw something behind one of the huckleberry bushes in the corner. I paused as the hairs on my arms stood up. Usually, I didn’t notice the dead as much during the day unless I tried to focus on them. Oh, they were there, but they had a better chance of making themselves known at night.

      I headed in that direction, hoping that it wasn’t something dangerous. Diago, the Scuffler Under the Bed, hung around the hospitals and he was only interested in those who were hanging between death and life. The Girl in the Window only appeared in windows. And the Grey Man, and Bigfoot, and all the other spirits had their own place in Whisper Hollow, and none of them lived in my yard.

      With a frown, I steeled myself. After all, I was the spirit shaman. It was up to me to handle the spirits of the town.

      As I reached the patch of ferns and huckleberries, there was another rustle, and I froze. Spirits didn’t usually affect their surroundings, and I could see the branches of the huckleberry trembling. Whatever this was, it was manipulating physical reality.

      “All right, who’s there?” I waited, steeling myself for one of the Unliving to come bouncing out of the bushes. There was a brief pause in the motion, and the next moment, I heard a very loud mew.

      “What the hell?” I cautiously walked over to the patch of ferns and knelt, parting the fronds. There, huddled against the base of the tree, was a kitten.

      The little cat was a bluish gray, with long hair, and it had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen. It looked up at me and let out a squeak that sounded both ferocious and pathetic at the same time. I looked around but couldn’t see signs of any other kittens, or of a mother cat, for that matter. Reaching down, I scooped up the kitten out of the snow where it was trying to huddle for warmth, and slid it inside my jacket, thinking only that I needed to keep it warm before it froze to death.

      “Let’s go inside and have a look at you,” I said, hurrying back to the house.

      Once inside, I carried the kitten into the hall bathroom, where I shut the door so that my cats couldn’t get in. You couldn’t be too careful with diseases in the feline community. Some of the more dangerous ones spread like wildfire. I shrugged out of my coat and set the kitten on the vanity. Then I sat down on the bench next to the sink, and had a long look at my new little friend.

      As I held the cat up, I could see that it was a little boy. And by the fact that he was trying to nurse on my finger I had a pretty good idea that he hadn’t eaten for a while. I had a quick look through his fur, looking for any fleas, but didn’t see any. But his tummy rumbled, and he mewed at me again, so loud that it vibrated in the room.

      “So where did you come from?” I asked, wrapping him in a towel to help keep him warm. The poor little thing was shivering now, and I realized that if I hadn’t come along, this little boy wouldn’t have lasted that long.

      “Let me get you some food.” I looked around, and then I decided to set him in the bathtub so he couldn’t hide. I put him down into the tub, curling up a towel for him to lie on. Then I hurried into the kitchen, where I washed my hands and opened a can of cat food. Gabby immediately came running, looking for her share, and I laughed as she sat down at my feet, staring at me with intent eyes.

      “I’m sorry, you had your breakfast. This is for our guest. I don’t want to let you meet him right now because I don’t know if he’s contagious with anything. But rest assured, you’ll get dinner as usual.” Having said that, I mixed some hot water into the food to make a gruel of sorts, found an empty bowl for water, then headed back to the bathroom. I filled the water bowl and set the food down next to it. The kitten cocked his head at the food, so I dipped my index finger in it and spread it on his face. He quickly licked it off, and then followed my finger over to the bowl, where he fell to eating like he was starved. By his size, I guess he had to be at least six weeks old, but I didn’t think he was much older than that.

      “I suppose I better call Tomás,” I said out loud. I pulled out my phone, punching in Bryan’s number. “Hey,” I said when he came on the line. “We have a new visitor. Is there any chance you could come over and keep an eye on him while I’m gone? I don’t want to leave him alone, and we need to call the veterinarian to make an appointment. I don’t want to let him out, either, until he’s been checked through.”

      “I take it you found a cat?” Bryan said.

      “A kitten, yes. In our backyard. I have no idea where he came from, but I was also wondering if you could take a look outside for any other stray kittens that might be hanging around. I’d hate to think of them freezing because we didn’t look.” I glanced at my watch. “I’ve got to get going, so you’ll find him in the downstairs bathroom.”

      “I’m on my way over. Go ahead and leave. I’ll just be about five minutes.”

      Reluctantly, I gave the kitten one last pat, made sure that a couple towels were curled up on the floor for it to nestle in, and then quickly texted Bryan. “You’ll also need to fix up a litter box, if you would.”

      Then I washed my hands again and headed out to meet Tonya.
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      Tonya was waiting for me. As she slid into the car, I murmured a hello and then headed toward the copse across from Raven Tree Farms, on Katega Way. The thicket was, like all thickets and copses in Whisper Hollow, rife with oddball activity. There had been several suicides over the years in the shaded glen, and while it looked like a pleasant place for a picnic, or to lean up against a tree and read a book, when you sat down and just let your mind drift, an uncomfortable energy rose from the makeshift park.

      “We haven’t really gotten a chance to talk much,” Tonya said after a few moments, startling me out of my thoughts. “You don’t have any children, do you?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I took off from Whisper Hollow a couple days after graduation, and I kept to myself in Seattle. I didn’t date much. The men there weren’t quite as blasé about my abilities as the men in Whisper Hollow are.” Then, because her question seemed to require some sort of reciprocal inquiry, I asked, “You and Nathan have been married awhile? And you have a daughter?”

      Tonya seemed to relax. “Yes, her name is Yasha. She’s thirteen. Nathan and I were married while he was still in the Special Forces, fifteen years ago. He grew up in Whisper Hollow, but I moved here after he retired and decided to come home, ten years ago.”

      I glanced at her, then back at the road. It was starting to snow again and I slowed down to twenty-five miles an hour as the massive flakes began to cover the windshield. Turning on the wipers, I also turned on my headlights, given we were nearing late afternoon, and the sun was still setting around four thirty.

      “Do you like Whisper Hollow?” I asked.

      She gave a little shrug. “It feels like home, yes. I’m surprised by how well I fit in here. I guess the sayings are right. If Whisper Hollow wants you, you’ll know it. When we came here after he retired, I realized I’d found the home I was always looking for. I’m originally from Finland, you know.”

      I hadn’t known. “Were you born there?”

      “Yes, actually. I was born in the municipality of Inari. My family moved to Helsinki when I was fourteen, and then my mother decided we would move to the US when my father died, to be near her sister who moved to Seattle early on. So we immigrated to Seattle, and I began working as a civilian in the military, where I met Nathan.” She shrugged. “It was all fate from there on.”

      “You’re a carpenter as well as a fortune-teller,” I said with a laugh. “That’s quite a combination.”

      Again, she smiled and I realized how pretty she was. Tonya had wheat-colored hair that hung mid-back, and she was tall and sturdy.

      “Yes, I am. I knew early on that I was good with a hammer. My father taught me how to work with wood. When I went to work for the military, I was a carpentry and masonry specialist. I also have had the gift of reading the cards and telling fortunes since I was small. That skill I inherited from my mother. Now, I take care of the renovations on our home and I hire myself out as a handywoman as needed.”

      I eased off into the turnout leading to Raven Tree Park. “I may have some work for you, then. But we should get this over with first.” As I stepped out of the car into the heavy snowfall, Sophia was waiting in her patrol car. Tonya joined me and we hurried over to talk to the chief of police.
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      Raven Tree Park was across from Raven Tree Farms, the largest farming conglomerate in Whisper Hollow. It wasn’t really a conglomerate, although several people had come together to invest in it, but they liked to think of themselves as magnates of the produce world. Raven Tree Farms produced apples, pears, cherries, honey, hazelnuts, and sunflower seed butter, all grown on their farms.

      The farm covered a large patch of land and they hired at least fifty people from Whisper Hollow, so they were a major employer in the area. They never hired outside labor, preferring to encourage local sustainability.

      The park, on the other hand, was deeply bathed in shadows most of the year. There were a few picnic tables scattered through the dense thicket, but most people left the park alone. I wasn’t sure what about it gave them the creeps, but it definitely had a wary edge to it, and the few times I’d driven past it, I felt the need to hurry past it.

      The snow was tumbling down, flake over flake, piling up so fast that my car windshield was already covered. Tonya and I trudged through the nearly shin-deep snow that had built up on the park lawn. We couldn’t even see the sidewalks, but that didn’t matter at this point. Sophia was out of her car and waving for us to follow her.

      “We’re due for at least a five-inch accumulation tonight,” Tonya said, her breath fogging the air. “Though I think it’s supposed to drop down to the mid-twenties tonight, and that means a deep freeze.”

      “It should stop snowing if it’s that cold,” I said, not at all sure if I was right. “There’s Sophia, over by that picnic table.”

      We hastened our pace. The snow wasn’t slick, not yet, and while it was a pain to scuff through, we managed to reach Sophia without either one of us landing on our butts.

      “Tonya, I don’t know if you’ve met Sophia—”

      “Our girls hang out together in school, I know that much,” Sophia said. “Maria talks about Yasha a lot. The third member of their clique is Kimberly, Corbin’s daughter.”

      Tonya gave her a nod. “Right. So what did you need me to do?” She wasn’t being rude. It was so cold out that I could see she was shivering. As was I.

      “Are you any good with psychometry? I have Nancy’s purse. We found it near her body.” Sophia held out a delicate clutch with a bright blue butterfly embroidered on it. It looked like a teenager’s purse, hopeful, colorful…and a little threadbare in places from having been used so much.

      Tonya shrugged. “I have some talent with it. But it’s so cold that I don’t know how much I’ll be able to focus.” She glanced around. “Where was Nancy’s body found?”

      “About three hundred yards into that stand of fir trees.” Sophia glanced at me. “Would you two like to sit in my cruiser while we do this? I don’t think that distance will make that much difference.”

      I nodded, herding Tonya toward the police car. She and I slid into the backseat while Sophia sat up front and turned on the ignition. The heater started and I realized just how cold even a few minutes outside could make me.

      Tonya took the purse, turning it over in her hands. She winced. “Have you talked to Nancy’s mom yet? I gather she’s a handful.”

      “Who, Nancy or her mother? Because when we went out there, her mom was drunk. I gather there’s a reason Nancy tends—or rather, tended—to run wild. Eileen Westerford wasn’t losing any sleep over her daughter’s disappearance. Granted, Nancy regularly runs away, but after looking around the house a little, I don’t blame her.” Sophia’s eyes flashed. She was pissed, and I didn’t think it was at Nancy.

      “All right. So she knows? I just want a little information to go on.” Tonya settled back in the seat, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. “Give me a moment.”

      I tried to rein in my own curiosity on this, because I had learned the hard way that you could have too many cooks in the kitchen. My own energy was strong enough to disrupt Tonya’s concentration if I wasn’t careful. I kept my focus and curiosity to myself.

      A few minutes later, Tonya’s face went from guarded to crestfallen. She held the purse to her chest, wrapping her arms around it. “I see…darkness. I see a faint sliver of light coming from the side, just out of reach. I can hear a rumbling, like a car idling. I sense fear—fear and something else…regret. Yes, I feel a strong sense of regret mingled with sadness.”

      “The light—can you tell if it’s sunlight? Or in a room?” Sophia had her notebook out and she was jotting down notes.

      “Not sunlight. The light makes me afraid and I’m not certain why. But I get a strong sense of apprehension surrounding the light and whatever is causing it.” She paused, frowning. “It’s almost as though the light represents….something terrifying. I know there’s a reason it makes me afraid. And yet, I sense the hope of escape.” She paused. “It’s not a room. It’s much smaller than a room and there isn’t much space to sit up.”

      “A trunk, perhaps?” Sophia asked.

      Tonya nodded. “I think so. That feels right when you say it.”

      “The light then, that’s outside. She had a hope for escape, and yet whoever put her in the trunk would also be out there. So we can figure she was picked up by the killer and shoved into the trunk while she was still alive.” My stomach lurched.

      “That would fit with the bruises on her hands. It looked like she had beat her hands to a pulp. They were black and blue. Which means she was in there long enough to almost break her knuckles, trying to get out,” Sophia said. “Poor girl.”

      “We have no real way of knowing how long he held her captive.” I glanced around. “When you found her, was the crime scene visible from the street?”

      “We didn’t find her. A jogger did. Greyson James came across her body while he and his dog were out for an early run. Given when her mother said she left home, and how long the ME says she’s been dead, at most the killer had her for between six to twelve hours. She died well before Rosemary and Emmet.”

      “That matches what Penelope told me.” I stared at the purse. “Should we be holding this without wearing gloves?”

      “It doesn’t matter much. Every print on there was smudged. Greyson’s dog found the purse and brought it out to him. He opened it, thinking the woman who lost it might have also lost her phone. He was going to try to find the owner. So his prints are all over the purse, along with dog slobber. But before he could sort through the contacts, his dog found Nancy’s body and started barking up a storm. Greyson went looking for the dog and found her sitting beside Nancy’s body, which was lying near Raven Creek.”

      Sophia pressed her lips together, her eyes bleak. She read “professional” in every move and word, but one glance told me she was taking this a lot like any mother would. And the fact that she had a daughter near Nancy’s age made it even worse.

      “I’m instituting a nine o’clock curfew. And I’m going to activate the emergency members of the force. All hands on deck. We need to find him before he strikes again.”

      “I think that’s wise,” I said. “Make the curfew mandatory. Get on primetime local news tonight. You have to warn the town, and a number of them may have missed your broadcast the other night. Neither Starlight nor Tonya knew about it.”

      “I’ll set it up for the five o’clock news.” She turned back to Tonya. “Did you catch anything else?”

      Tonya closed her eyes, still clutching the purse to her chest. “A lowrider. The car’s a lowrider, and it’s older. That’s what pulled her in—the car was unusual—and the man leaning against it called her over. I can almost hear him. He offered her a ride. And he offered her some…pills. Oxycontin.”

      She suddenly shook her head, her eyes flying open. “He charmed her. I don’t know how he did it, but I can feel a residue of his magic on the purse. He persuaded her to walk over to the car and talk to him, and then he grabbed her and…I think he injected her with some drug and shoved her in the trunk. Then I see the darkness again, and the sliver of light, but it’s too late. After that…it goes blank. Did you find her purse with her body?”

      Sophia shook her head. “It was about ten yards away. I think she dropped it when he was dragging her into the woods. It’s snowed enough since then to wipe out signs of the struggle, but I believe she was conscious when he took her out of the trunk.”

      “Yes, she was. And the purse quit absorbing energy—memories, if you will—when she dropped it.” Tonya handed it back to Sophia. “I’m sorry. I wish I could pick up more.”

      “You helped. Lowrider…there aren’t many of those in town. I’ll tell Frank to have all our officers be on the lookout. I wonder what pulled the killer to Whisper Hollow. You’d think he’d pick a larger area, given it’s pretty easy to spot strangers here.”

      “I think I know, if what I suspect is right.” I paused. I wanted to tell the Society first, but Sophia deserved to know what she was dealing with. “Veronica told me there’s a necromancer around town. Chances are, given the killer is into necrophilia, the necromancer is probably the killer. And Whisper Hollow is the perfect place for someone who likes to raise the dead.”

      Sophia closed her eyes for a moment, then let out a long sigh. “Well, that’s something I didn’t need to hear. All right, I take it I should keep this under wraps until you or the Matriarchs give me the go-ahead to mention it?”

      I slowly nodded. “I think so. Also, tell your men to be cautious. We don’t know the extent of his magic. If he can charm as well, then we’re starting off at a distinct disadvantage. I also worry because Veronica told me that necromancers can, if they’re powerful enough, summon up the Unliving. And that’s the last thing we need.”

      “Do you think the Hounds called him into town?” Tonya asked.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea, though I wouldn’t put it past them. Then again, the Crow Man told me not to assume anything.” I paused, trying to focus on the feeling. Finally, I shook my head. “I think…this has very little to do with the Hounds, to be honest.”

      At that moment, both Tonya and I received texts. I glanced at my phone. Starlight had set the meeting up for nine thirty the next night.

      “Good, we have a meeting set for tomorrow night. We’ll try to figure out a plan then. But meanwhile, I suggest you impose a high fine for being caught out after curfew to dissuade people from breaking it.” I held Sophia’s gaze. “We can’t let any more kids die.”

      Sophia nodded. “Good idea. Kids will try to sneak out no matter what, but if they think it’s going to cost them a fine or community service, they may decide to cooperate. I’ll talk to the principals of the elementary, middle, and high schools and see if they can tie in a failing grade, automatic detention, or some other punishment for breaking the curfew. It’s an unusual idea but it might just work.”

      “That’s brilliant.” I yawned. The cold was making me sleepy. “All right, I want to go home. I’m tired.” I glanced around the area, deciding not to add that being out here in the dark where a serial killer had recently struck gave me the creeps.

      “I have to go, too. Nathan and Yasha will need dinner soon.”

      Sophia walked us back to my car. “Thank you, Tonya, Kerris. I appreciate the help and it gives us something more to go on.”

      I glanced around the park. “Get back in your car before we leave. We’ll all pull out together. You have a gun, but…” I let the words trail off, not wanting to add that having a gun didn’t automatically give you a pass when it came to a psycho.

      But Sophia was smart enough to catch my meaning. She saluted me, winking. “Thanks for caring. I’ll see you later.”

      Once she was in her car, I started the ignition and, following Sophia, pulled out of the park, grateful to be headed home. On the way to Tonya’s, we chatted about this and that, carefully avoiding the elephant in the room. Neither one of us seemed inclined to discuss the killings, but I knew that they were preying heavily on her mind, given she had a teenage daughter. I dropped her off, waiting to make certain she was inside before I pulled away from her house and headed home.
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      Bryan was waiting for me, along with Peggin and Deev. I rubbed my head. I’d forgotten we had invited them over for dinner and a movie.

      “Crap, I knew I was forgetting something. Forgive me?”

      “Hey, we brought pizza and chicken. You supply the movie and we’re good.” Deev held up a couple of bags, out of which wonderful smells were wafting.

      My mouth started to water. “My stomach will forgive a whole lot of things for what’s in there. Oh, by the way, the CMS is having a meeting tomorrow night at nine thirty. I’ll tell you all about it after we eat. They found Nancy’s body today.” I dropped into a chair, pulling off my boots and shrugging off my coat. “It’s clear that we have a serial killer in town.”

      Deev’s eyes narrowed. “Crap. Any idea of who he is and what his agenda is?”

      I shook my head. “Not really, though we do have a few things to go on.” I motioned to Bryan, who was hanging up my coat. “How’s the little baby?”

      “Sleeping. He’s all tuckered out. He also ate an entire can of food, which will probably give him a tummyache since it’s for adult cats, and he crashed shortly after. I made sure he was dried off and I petted him until he went to sleep. I called and made an appointment with the vet for tomorrow morning, by the way.”

      “With Tomás, I hope?”

      Bryan nodded. “Yes, with Tomás.”

      Peggin frowned. “What are you talking about? Did you adopt another cat?”

      “Not exactly. I found a kitten under one of the huckleberry bushes out back. I looked around but couldn’t find his mama or any other kittens. It’s like he appeared out of nowhere. He’s adorable, though.”

      “How do you think the Tufty Trio will behave?”

      Peggin had dubbed my three Maine Coons the “Tufty Trio,” given all the tufts of fur they had on their ears and toes. She loved them, but her ferrets kept her busy enough without adding a cat to her own mix.

      “I have no idea. I’m hoping they won’t throw a fit, given he’s such a tiny boy. There’s something about him that’s…I don’t know…special. I think everything will be okay.” I knew that I was overoptimistic, but that didn’t matter. I had already fallen in love with the little guy. “I’d bring him out, but he needs to be checked just in case he’s caught something. I don’t want to expose my cats to anything dangerous.”

      “Good idea. He looks healthy but you never know,” Bryan said, pulling dishes out of the cupboard for our dinner. “Somebody set the table while I make coffee?”

      “I’ll pop in and take a look at him,” Peggin said, taking the dishes from Bryan. “And make that mocha, please.” She flashed a cajoling grin at him.

      “You two and your mochas. You’d live on chocolate and caffeine if we let you. Right, Deev?” Bryan shook his head, but obligingly turned on the espresso machine.

      Dr. Divine snorted. He wrapped his arms around Peggin’s waist as she began to set the table, kissing her behind the ear. The man towered over her, especially in his platform boots, but they fit together in a way that I couldn’t see her fitting with anyone else.

      “I keep telling her to slow down, but it doesn’t do any good,” he said, giving her another kiss on the back of the head before letting her go. “When does your sewing class start, babe?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. “In a week or so. I’ll be going directly there from work so on Wednesdays, don’t expect me until late.”

      “What’s this?” Bryan asked. “You’re taking a sewing class?”

      Peggin told him about her class, and I decided that it was a good time to mention that I wanted to find a job or go to school or something of the sort. We were still discussing potential careers for me over dinner when my phone chimed. I flipped over to texts. It was from Penelope.

      veronica needs to see you again. she has news. tonight, at 9:30. bring your friends, if you like.

      Wondering just how Veronica knew I had company, I glanced over at the others. “How would you like to go to a…party?” I said flippantly. “Veronica wants to see me again.”

      And with that, conversation came to an abrupt halt.
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      I felt odd, leading the three of them through the Pest House Cemetery. For one thing, Peggin seemed as thrilled to meet Veronica as she was to have a root canal. For another, I didn’t know how much I could trust the Queen of the Unliving. But crossing Veronica’s wishes was about as wise as turning my back on a cougar. Never take your eyes off them—to look away is prey behavior. And the last thing I wanted was for Veronica to view me as prey.

      It had taken me an hour and a promise that Bryan and I would help Peggin sort through the boxes still in her garage before she gave in.

      Dr. Divine, on the other hand, was all too eager. “I’ve never met one of the Unliving, not that I remember,” he said. “I might want to sculpt her.”

      Peggin had elbowed Deev at that. “You aren’t thinking about ditching me for royalty, are you?”

      He laughed. “I’m already sculpting you and you’ll be the most beautiful creation in my portfolio. But this is a chance we might never have again. And when you think about it, since Kerris has to deal with this on a daily basis, shouldn’t we support her, as friends?”

      “Right, and the only reason you eat PB-OHs out of the box is to save on dishes,” she retorted. Then, with a rueful smile, she gave in. “Fine. We’ll go. Though I have no clue what she could want with us, and it better not involve blood or ritual sacrifice.”

      “Everything involves blood with the dead,” I muttered. “Sometimes, I think my life would be so much easier if I hadn’t been born a spirit shaman. I mean, I love it. Really, I do. But I spent fifteen years running away from destiny, and now that I’ve embraced it, life’s proving to be more complicated than I ever expected. I didn’t expect to be dealing with serial killers and Cú Chulainn’s Hounds and all this extra…crap.” I drained my glass of sparkling water.

      “Well, I guess that’s just part and parcel of your job.” Peggin raised her glass. “Here’s to all those lovely unexpected perks that come with being a working girl.” She snorted. “Like, for example, today one of Corbin’s patients came in and I think he was drunk, because he dropped his pants and demanded I take a look at his wiener since Corbin couldn’t see him till tomorrow.”

      I blinked. “At least I’ve never been flashed by a ghost.”

      Deev, however, wasn’t so flippant. “Fucking hell. Who did that to you?” He was wearing his goggles so I couldn’t get a good look at his eyes, but I had a pretty good idea what his expression was.

      Peggin shook her head. “Can’t tell you. Medical confidentiality and all that. I shouldn’t have even mentioned it, but seriously, who does that?”

      “Did he just want you to appreciate his assets, or was he asking for a diagnosis?” Bryan asked, chuckling.

      “Diagnosis,” Peggin said. “He’s got more than one kind of itch and this one happened because of the other. He’s a playboy who isn’t at all careful about who he plays with.”

      I picked up another drumstick. “I know who it is. Puck. It has to be. I can’t think of anybody else who would have that much self-assurance.”

      Puck was a longstanding inhabitant of Whisper Hollow. He never seemed to age, which led me to believe he wasn’t human. He was charming as a long summer day, and as horny as a rabbit. He had never bothered me, given I was a teenager when I last lived in the town, but he had hit on almost every available woman in town who was of legal age, at one time or another. Grandma Lila had warned me about him a month or so before I ran off. He had tried to seduce her in the produce aisle and had gone away limping after she kicked him in the shins. But he was basically a good guy, and not once had any report surfaced of him taking advantage of a woman, or hitting on a teenager.

      Peggin arched her eyebrows. “Yes, but don’t you tell anybody. I’d get fired.”

      Dr. Divine let out a low growl. “Perhaps I should pay a visit to Mr. Puck and teach him some proper manners.”

      “Dude,” Bryan said, “Let it go. If Peggin can’t handle her problems, she’ll come to you. I’m surprised he didn’t hit on you while he was at it, though,” he said to her.

      Peggin laughed, shaking her head. “Oh, he did, about eight years ago. He came onto me in a bar. Called me Aphrodite’s twin. I considered it, because he’s cute as can be, but he’s a nympho and I knew there was no possibility of a future. I’m no prude, but if I wanted a fuck buddy, it would have been easy enough to find one who wasn’t running the chance for every disease in town.”

      Deev looked at her. “You deserve a prince,” he said.

      “Maybe so, but I want a doctor. You in particular,” she lobbed back at him. “Don’t be jealous and don’t get all possessive. Puck has no chance with me, you know that.” She leaned against his shoulder, and he planted a kiss on her cheek.

      “Good. Because I’d be heartbroken if you threw me over for him.” He straightened, smiling, and reached for a slice of pizza. “So, how was his wang?”

      Peggin snickered. “Looking rather sad and lonely, judging by the way it perked up when I caught sight of it. I think he’s got chlamydia. I didn’t notice anything, but he was itching so bad that he had rubbed himself raw.”

      “Maybe he was just utilizing his hand too much?” I couldn’t help joining in.

      That set us off again and we finished our dinner with raunchy jokes and much laughter.
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      Around nine, we were getting ready to head over to Veronica’s lair. The mood had gone from raunchy to solemn, and I wondered again about the wisdom of taking Peggin and Deev into Veronica’s territory. But she had said to bring my friends, and I decided that it was better they knew what I was dealing with rather than to keep wondering.

      Bryan had met Veronica, of course, but until now, Peggin and Deev had only heard stories. As I straightened my ponytail and touched up my makeup, Peggin sat on the bed next to me.

      “Good thing I brought my boots,” she said.

      “Are you afraid?”

      “Aren’t you? I mean, why wouldn’t I be? The Queen of the Unliving can do some pretty damned scary things, can’t she?”

      “Yeah, she can, but…” I paused. “Veronica has her reasons for being the way she is, and it’s not necessarily all her fault. There are extenuating circumstances.”

      “I’d still like to know what it is you can’t tell us about her.” Peggin picked up a sweater and held it up. “Can I wear this? It looks loose enough for me.”

      “Of course you can. It’s cold out there, so bundle up. And it’s not any warmer in her lair.” I set down my brush, turning around. “I’m sorry. If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to.”

      “But you think it would be a good idea, right?” Peggin slid the sweater over her shirt. We had around the same size boobs, but she was a couple sizes larger than I was. She wore the weight well, and it fit her nature. “I was right. This fits me perfectly. You should buy more form-fitting clothes, except then I couldn’t borrow them.”

      I licked my lips. “The truth is, I don’t know what Veronica would be like if she got angry. Or maybe…I can imagine her angry, and I never want to see that. I want you to know what she’s like, so that if she ever comes into your life, you’re prepared. Before I left home it wasn’t as much of an issue, but now I’m starting to realize that my friends can be affected by the fact that I’m the spirit shaman. So, I guess I’m…”

      “Preparing us for how weird things can get? Don’t sweat it, Kes,” she said, using a nickname that only Peggin was allowed to use. I hadn’t heard it in years, though. “I understand. I really do. And D-D seems thrilled to tag along. So it’s all good. We’re fine. I may not want to go, but I understand what you mean. Your life is steeped in the macabre now, you live with one foot in the world of the dead, one foot in the world of the living. I’m your best friend, so it’s a good thing for me to understand just what that entails.”

      I finished powdering my nose and offered her the vanity. “You want to touch up?”

      “Of course.” She pulled out her makeup case and brought out a lip pencil, carefully re-drawing the bow of her lips. She glanced at me in the mirror. “I always knew that you’d come back, you know. So I was prepared for all this.”

      That was news to me. “How did you know?”

      “The Crow Man told me.” At my startled look, she laughed. “Don’t be so surprised. You’re not the only one he talks to, you know. He and D-D have quite the conversations. And he’s come to me a few times. When I first decided to stay here, when my family moved away, he came to me before I made my final decision. My mother had given me an ultimatum: Allow them to pay for college or never see another penny from them. All I had to do was become a lawyer or get an MBA and join the family company.”

      “What did he say? Was it in a dream or was it a vision?” Now I was really curious. I knew full well the Crow Man carried messages to a lot of people, but it hadn’t occurred to me that he had visited Peggin.

      She shrugged. “A dream—you know the kind—the ones that aren’t really dreams. Anyway, he came to me the night before I had to give my mother my answer. He spoke in riddles, like he does with you, and he said, Two roads diverge in—”

      “He recited Robert Frost to you?” I broke in, the thought making me laugh.

      “No,” Peggin said, frowning at me. “He did not recite poetry to me. He said, ‘Two roads diverge in the woodland. One leads to a meadow where everything is golden, but every action comes under scrutiny, and every success is credited to someone else. The other leads to a moonlit grove with shadows and ghosts, and the sweetest wine you’ve ever tasted, and where you alone will be the guardian of your destiny.’ And then he said, Choose. And so I chose.”

      I stared at her as she touched up her cat’s-eyes eyeliner. “Wow. So he was the reason you stayed in Whisper Hollow.”

      “Maybe. I like to think I would have made the same choice if he hadn’t told me what he had. But who knows? I think the moment you make a decision, whatever would have happened is changed forever by the very act of making a choice. Anyway, I stayed, and tonight— Kes, tonight is one of those nights where we go wheeling into the moonlit grove with shadows and ghosts. But D-D? And hanging out with you and Bryan? You’re all part of the sweetest wine I’ll ever taste. And I’m the one who makes my own decisions.” She stood up. “I’m ready. Let’s go meet the Queen of the Dead.”

      “Queen of the Unliving,” I murmured. I wasn’t exactly surprised by what Peggin had told me. She had always gone for the path less taken, always chosen a harder route. But to know that the Crow Man had considered her presence in the town to be so vital he’d try to talk her into it…that meant she had a part to play in Whisper Hollow’s future, other than that of my best friend.

      We headed out to the living room where she slipped back into her boots. Once we were all ready, we headed out to my CRV. It was time to go pay a visit to Veronica.
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      The entrance to the lair was straight ahead. As we had come through the Pest House Cemetery, both Deev and Peggin had quieted down, falling under the spell woven by the solemn magic kicked up by the dead. Everyone I had ever seen enter the older part of the graveyard had felt it—a hushed reverence mixed with fear.

      Peggin scooted closer to Deev, who wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into his duster-cloaked embrace. His top hat lent a weird regality to his shadow and he looked like he belonged here, striding along with her beside him.

      As we came to the back part of the cemetery that led to the clearing in front of Veronica’s lair, I heard Peggin gasp. I turned to see one of the Unliving sliding out from behind a nearby grave. His eyes were glued to her, like a starving man eyeing a banquet table.

      “Leave her be,” I said aloud.

      The shadow crept back into the hollow nest near the base of the trunk, vanishing before we could even follow where it went. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea, I thought. Maybe bringing Peggin here was just asking for trouble. She was so full of life and so vibrant that she would attract all the wrong types of spirits. Not on purpose, of course, but just because she was who she was.

      As I was about to turn to her, thinking to tell her and Deev to go back and wait in the car, Veronica’s twins appeared again. They crossed the clearing to stand in front of me, standing with arms folded across their chests.

      “We’re here to escort you,” one said, turning to me.

      I motioned to them. “Lead on.”

      We followed them across the clearing to the opening to Veronica’s lair. I glanced at Peggin. She was holding tight to Deev’s hand, looking frightened but determined. Deev, on the other hand, was looking around, taking in everything. Bryan walked behind me a few steps, ever watching out for my back.

      When we reached the cavern, the twins silently led us into the massive tomb. That was what it was, really. A huge tomb, filled with those who had crossed back from the Veil, or those who had chosen never to go through the Veil. The shades of those who had been, and who would ever kneel at their deathly queen’s feet.

      The cavern was so quiet that it set me on edge. There were sounds, of course, but the snow outside muffled most of the noise, and the Unliving were eerily silent. Occasionally I heard a shuffle, or a clatter that sounded like bones rattling, but mostly, the corridors were hushed.

      We came to the throne room and I turned back to Deev and Peggin. “Don’t say anything unless she speaks to you. Don’t touch anything unless Veronica or I give you the go-ahead. And watch how you phrase things. This is not the place to joke around.

      Peggin nodded. “Understood. Trust me, I don’t want to do anything that could land me in here forever. It was bad enough dealing with the Lady.”

      “Veronica is more dangerous than the Lady, but she’s also more reasonable. Be polite and behave yourselves and everything should be all right.”

      One of the twins walked over to Peggin. He stood right beside her, and I motioned to Deev to keep quiet. I could tell he wanted to shove the guard out of the way, but this was neither the time nor place for testosterone to rear its head.

      “You smell delicious,” the guard said, sniffing Peggin’s neck.

      She shivered at first, then straightened her shoulders and looked the guard directly in the face. “Thank you. The perfume’s called ‘Midnight Hex,’ in case you’re interested.” Just a little snark, but not enough to be rude.

      The twin let out a short bark of laughter, which shattered the silence. Then he fell silent again and returned to the front.

      “You may go in,” he said, ushering us into the throne room.

      As we entered, Veronica was seated on her throne of bones, only tonight she was wearing a gold dress that shimmered brightly in the dim light. Over her shoulders, she wore a black cloak, and long white gloves that were stained with what looked like dried blood.

      I led the others into the room, and we filed along in front of the throne, lining up in a single file. When we were in place, I bowed, briefly but enough to acknowledge her presence, and the others followed suit.

      “We meet again so soon, but there was need.” Veronica stood, slowly descending the steps to her throne to stand in front of us. She turned to Peggin and Deev, looking them up and down. “You are wondering, no doubt, why I called you here with the spirit shaman.”

      There was a pause, and finally, Peggin cleared her throat. “Yes, actually, we are rather confused about your summons…Queen Veronica.”

      Veronica laughed. It wasn’t the most pleasant of laughs but she sounded sincere. “Thank you for using my title. Too often the living have such disrespect for the dead. I’m sure that you, Kerris, are wondering as well. The reason I called your friends here is simple. They are around you a great deal, and I felt it wise that we meet. This way I can place my sigil of safety on them and none in my court will ever harm them. I cannot vouch for all the Unliving, but those in my court will heed the parameters of my decree.”

      I blinked. “You can do that? You would do that?” My respect for her jumped a notch.

      “Yes, I can and will do so. Your lament singer and guardian are already under my protection. Ellia was placed under my sigil many years ago when she first became a lament singer. There are those in Whisper Hollow we will never touch, and of course, you are included in that. Medea, bring me the book.” She snapped her fingers and a woman glided in with a large book in hand, and a feather quill.

      Medea wore a long black dress, cinched in at the waist, and it curved around her breasts and hips. Her hair tumbled to her knees, caught back in a loose ponytail, and it was as golden as the sun. Her face, though, reminded me of a sugar skull painting, almost mummy-like but highly decorated with intricate designs of stitching and flowers and Celtic knotwork, and her eyes flickered with pale flames against a black background.

      She carried a volume in one hand that must have easily been four inches thick. It was the size of a large coffee-table book. In her other hand, she carried an inkwell and a fountain pen. She sat them down on a table to one side of the throne.

      “As you will, my mistress,” Medea said, and her voice ricocheted through the cavern like a bullet. She held out the quill to Veronica, who silently took it.

      Veronica motioned to Peggin. “Come.”

      Peggin gave me a nervous look and I nodded for her to go ahead. She walked up to the table, looking braver than I knew she felt.

      “Spell your name for me,” Veronica said.

      “P-e-g-g-i-n. A-l-a-n-a. S-a-n-d-e-r-s-o-n. Peggin Alana Sanderson.”

      Veronica inscribed it in the book, then held out her hand. “Give me your palm, girl.”

      Peggin shut her eyes, holding out her hand. Veronica took it in her own and held up one long nail, which was sharp as a talon. She sliced into Peggin’s flesh, but Peggin said nothing, just winced and opened her eyes.

      “Good. Now press your hand against your name. That will imbue your essence into my book and all my court will be able to smell it and know that you are on the safe list.”

      Peggin frantically looked back at me.

      I licked my lips. “Is that really necessary? Peggin was almost taken by the Lady last month, and we’re a little leery as a result.”

      Veronica regarded me for a moment before her stern demeanor faded into a faint smile. “Yes, it is. But I give you my oath, on all that is sacred in my past—and Kerris knows what that entails. I will never use your blood against you. If I do, Kerris may strike me down with the blade she carries and none will stop her or halt her afterward.”

      I held her gaze a moment. She was making a pledge to the Morrígan, that much I could tell. “Go ahead. She means it.”

      Peggin didn’t look happy, but she pressed her hand against the book and then pulled it away. “That shocked me. Literally, when I touched the pages.”

      “There is magic from eons gone by in this book, girl. I’d be surprised if you didn’t feel it.” Veronica hesitated, then patted her on awkwardly on the shoulder. “Very well, you now may walk safely in my kingdom. Now, your lover.”

      Again, Peggin looked startled.

      “You’d be surprised by what I know,” Veronica said. As Peggin withdrew, accepting a bandage from Medea, Deev walked up to the table. He removed neither his hat nor his goggles, but regarded the Queen from only a few inches below her, thanks to his platform boots.

      “Spell your name.”

      “D-o-c-t-o-r D-i-v-i-n-e.”

      Veronica frowned. “Is that your full name?”

      “As far as I know,” Deev answered, sounding so calm that I wondered if he had spaced out where we were and what we were doing. But he caught my look of confusion and gave me a slight shrug, as if to say, I’ve got this, and I’m not afraid. Then he held out his hand before she could ask.

      She took it, sliced his palm with her nail, and let out a little gasp. Pulling her hands away, she stared at him for a moment. Deev stood, unmoving.

      “You aren’t from here, are you?” Veronica said, lowering her voice. She shook her head, then reached for his bleeding hand and had him place it palm down in the book.

      “I think I’m probably not,” he replied, then as soon as she had let go, he returned to stand next to Peggin, who was staring at him with a look of curiosity.

      Veronica gazed at him for a moment, her expression unreadable, before she turned back to me. “Your friends are safe. You and your guardian are known to all my court and are safe by your very natures. Now, I want to give you one last piece of information that I forgot at our last meeting.”

      “Anything would be helpful,” I said.

      “The necromancer is still in town, and he’s stealing souls from my court.”

      I stared at her. “You’re kidding. He’s trying to turn your subjects against you?”

      “No,” she said, a grim expression on her face. “I think he’s stealing souls from my court in order to collect them and use them for his own ends.”

      So now the necromancer wasn’t only slaughtering the living, but he was capturing the dead? What more could we expect? I let out a long sigh and said, “Tell me everything.”
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      “Two of my guards went missing yesterday. I found their shells—they’ve decayed by now—but they were on the outer edges of the Pest House Cemetery, and it was obvious that some form of magic had been used against them. They reeked of necromancy.”

      I shuddered. “Does that mean that your guards are dead? Well…you know what I mean.”

      “Not exactly. The Unliving remain until they’re dispelled. They don’t die again, not the way you’re referring to. But once their souls cross over the Veil again, or they’re displaced from their husks, then the husks decay quickly and vanish as if they’d never been. The fact that we found the empty husks means that it hadn’t been long—no longer than four hours, when they first went out to guard the perimeters. I don’t like losing my guards. Find the necromancer, Kerris, and do away with him before I unleash my guards to find him.”

      “Heard and understood,” I said, grimacing.

      “Oh,” she said so casually that I knew something was up. “Another matter.”

      “Yes?”

      “I realize you may need some help, so I’m assigning one of my generals to your side. He can only help you at night, but he will be at your doorstep shortly after sunset each night and he’ll leave shortly before sunrise. He will take your orders, though he may protest if he thinks them unwise or foolhardy.”

      Oh shit, what the hell was I going to do with one of the Unliving trailing around after me all night? I started to protest, then decided I’d better wait. There might be something I could assign him to do, if only to travel the town looking for potential suspects.

      “All right,” I hesitantly said.

      At that moment a man entered the room. He was medium height, with long silver hair caught back in a ponytail, and he looked mixed-race, though I couldn’t tell just what his heritage had been. His features were angular, and his jaw was set in a mix of faint amusement and disdain. He wore a silver shirt and black jeans, and a set of daggers hung off his belt. But his eyes—his eyes flamed with an ice-gray fire. I froze, staring at him.

      He knelt on one knee before Veronica. “My liege. My beautiful queen. I am here at your summons.”

      She smiled at him fondly. “Rise, Trecht.” To me, she said, “Kerris Fellwater, meet General Trecht. He’s one of my most talented and skilled generals. He will be at your service until the necromancer is found. Trecht, this is Kerris Fellwater, the new spirit shaman of Whisper Hollow.”

      When the man turned to me, I could see the doubt in his eyes, but he merely inclined his head and stood at attention.

      “How do you do?” I wasn’t sure what to say to him, so I opted for the banal.

      “Ready to serve,” he said, his voice low and throaty. It made me shiver, and when he looked at me, I realized that I was having trouble looking away. He was truly mesmerizing, and there was a regality about him that made me want to fall into a curtsey.

      “Trecht has been with me for a thousand years,” Veronica said. “See that he comes back in one piece.”

      I swallowed hard. Now I was responsible for his good health, so to speak? “I’ll do my very best,” I said, trying not to sound doubtful.

      “Trecht can scout around for you. When he was alive, he was a necromancer himself. He retains some of the magic he had back in the day. So he can try to counter your killer’s magic.”

      A thought occurred to me. “Tell me, why would a necromancer want to gather the souls of the Unliving? Surely it would be more advantageous to him if he had control over their bodies as well? Why would he steal their souls out of their…husks?”

      Veronica seemed to be possessed of an infinite patience tonight, because she returned to her throne and motioned for the four of us to sit down. Trecht stood to the side of her throne, saying nothing.

      “A necromancer can gain extra strength by drawing on the powers of the dead. He can store them up like a battery, if he possesses a speaking skull. The skull has to be from the body of one of his enemies’ children. He has to kill the child, and then put the skull through a series of rites for one full year. Once it’s prepared, he can store the energy from the souls of the Unliving in it, and he can draw on that energy to increase whatever powers he wants to.”

      I was glad I was sitting down. “But…what about the souls of those teens? They were still there. They hadn’t gone over the Veil yet—well, Nancy did—but they weren’t missing in action.”

      “The souls that feed a necromancer must be from those who have made the transformation from spirit into the Unliving. It’s my guess that his mania to kill also drives him to collect souls from the Unliving to help him succeed when he hunts his living victims.” Veronica shook her head. “He’s a dangerous, unhinged man, and for the sake of both the living and the Unliving, he must be stopped.”

      I tried to process what she had told me. So this necromancer was stealing energy from the Unliving in order to fuel his abilities to hunt his victims. I remembered what Rosemary had said about his eyes—that he seemed magnetic. If he had managed to learn some form of magic to influence others, then he could magnify it by using the souls of the Unliving. He was a perfect storm of death and destruction.

      I glanced over at Trecht. “So, you’ll help me find this man?”

      He gave me a tight-lipped nod.

      I suddenly realized this was the deadly alliance that the Crow Man had warned me about. I searched my conscience. “What do you ask in return?”

      Veronica paused, then slowly smiled. “All I ask is that you agree to a pact that my court will not be disrupted. The Pest House is home for many of my people and we want it preserved. I know you think it should be destroyed, but you will do all in your power to preserve it.”

      She had to have spies out in the graveyard to know what I thought about the Pest House. And while I thought it should be torn down, it had stood there for over a century. Why not leave it awhile longer?

      “Very well. I’ll do what I can to preserve the Pest House in exchange for your—and Trecht’s—help. The gods know, we don’t have much to go on right now.” I turned to face Veronica. “I promise I’ll do what I can to preserve the Pest House. You’re right about the killer. Both our worlds stand in danger with this lunatic running around.”

      “I have talked to other Queens through the grapevine that runs between the dead, from graveyard to graveyard. The murderer is known around the land. He’s no novice, and he always leaves a city before he’s caught. So if you do not catch him, then he’ll move on after a while, primed to kill yet more young women, and this will continue as long as he does.”

      “Do they have any clue of a name or something that could give us any more information?” Peggin spoke up. “I’m good with computers. If there’s anything to go on, I might be able to trace his other kills.”

      Veronica turned toward her. “Interesting. No wonder you’re Kerris’s best friend. You have spirit and a bravery that becomes you.”

      “Um…thank you,” Peggin said, blushing.

      “As to your question, the only piece of information that might help is several times, they referred to him as the Soul Collector, for all the good that might do.” Veronica turned back to me. “Keep in close communication. Trecht can return to me every morning with a report on what happened during the night.”

      Great. Not only was I stuck with one of the Unliving dogging my heels, but he was going to report back to Veronica on what I had accomplished. Though I was grateful for the help—it occurred to me that Trecht could sneak into areas I couldn’t hope to—I didn’t like feeling watched.

      “That works,” was all I said. “Is that everything?”

      “Yes, for tonight. I’m assigning extra guards to their duties, but if I lose many more, I’ll have to open the Veil and summon back new recruits. You understand this, correct?” She wasn’t asking for permission.

      “Yes, I understand. We’ll do everything we can. We don’t want him preying on any more kids, either.” I waited but she didn’t seem inclined to say anything else. “All right, if that’s everything, we’ll take our leave.”

      “Until we meet again, spirit shaman,” Veronica said.

      As we stood, the twins reappeared. We fell in behind them, with Trecht bringing up the rear.

      I paused, turning back to him. “Do you need to ride in the car with us?” I was praying he’d decline. The last thing I wanted was for one of the Unliving to be hanging around in my CRV.

      But he shook his head. “No, I will meet you at your house. I know where it is.”

      “One thing, Trecht. Please stay outside until I get there. I don’t want my cats spooked.” Or me, I thought. Or anybody spying on Bryan and me when we made love.

      “Very well,” he said, and that was the last word anyone spoke until the twins had led us out of the cavern, back through the clearing to the edge of the Pest House Cemetery. By then, Trecht had vanished, and the four of us made our way to my car, still silent. Nobody said a word until we were away from the cemetery, on the way home.
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      “What the hell am I going to do with him?” I finally said once we had cleared the cemetery gates. “I don’t want one of the Unliving hanging around my house.”

      “I’m afraid you don’t have much of a choice,” Bryan said. “Given the circumstances, I think it would be unwise to decline Veronica’s help.” He glanced at me, his expression more serious than I’d seen in a long time. “You did right to call a meeting of the Crescent Moon Society. Sophia will have a hard enough time tracking down a serial killer who’s gone unchecked this time, but given he’s a necromancer, I think it would be near impossible for her to track him down without help.”

      “Are there any…well…Aragorn types in the Society?” Peggin spoke up.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, trackers. Rangers, so to speak. Anybody with magical abilities in that arena?” She leaned forward, her hands on the back of my seat. “This town is rife with magical people. There has to be someone who specializes in that sort of practice, wouldn’t you think?”

      “Peggin’s right. That’s a good idea. Also, I might be able to help. Jokney likes to run loose and he’s always trying to get out to tramp around the woods,” Deev said.

      Jokney was a steampunk-clockwork dog Deev had sculpted, and like many of his creations, the creature had come to life. Very much like a dog, Jokney was also curious, and while he might be a magical creation, he understood what Deev said, even if he didn’t always obey.

      “Can you send him out on his own safely?” I asked, swinging into the driveway.

      “I can, yes. I do worry about him getting into trouble, but given what we’re facing, I think the risk is worth it.” Deev opened the door and hurried around to open Peggin’s side before she could get out. Bryan and I slid out of the car into the snow. The flakes were rapidly piling up, but it was getting so cold that I expected them to stop at some point.

      “Let’s get inside and—” I froze. There was a figure standing to the side of the front door, in the shadows. “Who’s there?” I called as we approached the house.

      “Trecht,” came the reply, as the general stepped out from the shadows. “What do you want me to do tonight?”

      I suddenly realized that he really was there to take orders, even though he didn’t seem happy about it. “Hold on a moment. Let’s go inside before we all freeze to death.” I paused, feeling awkward. “I mean, before we…”

      “I know what you mean. I’m dead, not stupid. I take no offense.” Trecht eyed me with an odd light in his eyes that set me uneasy.

      As I opened the door and we entered the house, I couldn’t help but think about the story of the scorpion and the frog.

      According to the Russian fable, a scorpion asked a frog to carry him across a pond on his back. The frog asked him, “But won’t you sting me and send me to my death?” And the scorpion said, “If I do sting you, we will sink and both die. Why would I do that?” So the frog agreed. Halfway across the pond, the scorpion stung the frog. As they started to sink, the frog asked, “Why would you do that? We’re both going to die.” And the scorpion replied, “I couldn’t help it. It’s my nature.”

      I turned to Trecht. “I know this is an odd question, but…if I let you in, can you enter my house unasked after that?”

      “You mean, am I a vampire?” he said, laughing. But the laughter didn’t soothe me, it just set me on edge. “I am not. I’m one of the Unliving. And I could enter your house unasked any time I chose, unless you set up strong wards. But I am forsworn to treat you and your friends with respect and with honor. I shall not harm you, nor shall I enter without an invitation. I can ring your doorbell if need be.”

      That would have to do for now. I motioned for him to join us in the living room. “Do you mind if I turn on the lights?”

      “As long as they aren’t UV or sunlight, I’m fine. I can’t walk about in the daytime, not as I am, but daylight is long gone and the morning still far away.”

      Trecht waited until we sat down before sitting on the sofa. Daphne, who came meandering into the room, spotted him. She growled, puffing up to twice her size, then turned and raced back into the kitchen.

      I let out a frustrated sigh. I hated it when people scared my cats, but there wasn’t much I could do in this case. “All right. So I guess…you might want to start by searching the thickets near Snowstar Avenue East. See if you can find any evidence of our necromancer–killer. Do you know where that is?”

      Trecht shook his head. “Not by name.”

      “Can you read a map?” Bryan asked. When the spirit general nodded, he pulled out his phone and brought up the Maps app. He motioned for Trecht to come closer and then showed him where we were, and where we were talking about. “Can you get there from here?”

      Trecht examined the map, then nodded. “Yes. I know where you’re talking about. I will go and search the woods there thoroughly and then report back to you before sunrise. I’ll be back on the stroke of five.”

      “I guess I’ll be up, then.” I paused. “If you find anything, come back sooner and…well, hell…just come in the house to let us know. If there’s a chance of catching this guy, we have to take it.” I wished I could just send him to Sophia, but that wasn’t an option. Sophia had a child, and I wasn’t about to set one of the Unliving loose in a house that he hadn’t sworn an allegiance with. “Go then, and I hope you’re able to find him.”

      He walked toward the door and then, growing transparent, slipped out through it. While the Unliving could be corporeal, they could also take solid form. That was one of the scary things about them. When he was gone, I groaned and leaned back against the sofa.

      “This isn’t my idea of fun. I suppose I’d better call Sophia and tell her what we learned, and about Trecht, just in case anybody reports him.”

      I headed into the kitchen, thinking that right now, pie sounded like the most wonderful food in the world. Too bad I didn’t have any. But I pulled out the ice cream as I put in a call to Sophia, hoping she would answer right away. On the third ring, she picked up.

      “Hey, this is Kerris. I know it’s late, but I have some information for you. I talked to Veronica.” I told her about the necromancer and how he had been across different states, and what his agenda was. “You’re not going to catch him on your own. Veronica assigned me a general from her…I guess you’d call it her army. He’s going to go hunting through the thicket near Snowstar Avenue.”

      There was a pause, then Sophia said, “I know it sounds horrible, but a little part of me wishes he would just move on. I don’t want to deal with a serial killer, Kerris. I don’t want this town to lose any more children. Three teens in a week are three too many.” She sounded tired. “I’ll take any help I can get. Frank can fill me in on what happens at your meeting tomorrow night that might affect the case.”

      “Good. We need to work closely on this.” It was my turn to pause. I finally said, “I can’t help but wonder if Cú Chulainn’s Hounds have anything to do with this, although the Crow Man told me no. But what if they get wind of this? Will they be on our side, or would they try to work with the killer to further their own agenda? What if they teamed up with him to target families who belong to the CMS?”

      “Don’t even think it,” she said, almost whispering. “Don’t borrow trouble.”

      “I don’t want to, but we have to acknowledge that they’re a bunch of power-mad lunatics, led by a woman who killed one of her own daughters and cursed the other. They may not realize it, but Magda controls them now.”

      “Do you think they’d turn on her if they realized she was actually using them instead of the other way around?” Sophia sounded almost hopeful.

      I thought about it for a moment. “You know, that may not be a bad idea.”

      “Idea? What do you mean?”

      “Never mind, but you just planted a seed. I’ll let you know if Trecht finds anything on his rounds tonight. He won’t be out and about during the day, obviously. The Unliving don’t do sunlight well. Let me give you his description, in case you run across him. I’m not sure how much he makes himself visible to anybody else.” I ran down what he looked like and got off the phone, still musing over what she had mentioned. The thought of instigating a civil war among the Hounds and Magda was too promising not to entertain. The question, though, was how to proceed.

      Tired and wanting to push away thoughts of killers and murder and blood, I returned to the living room, carrying the ice cream, bowls and a scoop, a bag of chips, and a bag of cookies. Maybe it was time to go on the offense with the Hounds. After all, we couldn’t win if we didn’t try.
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      At a little before five a.m., I was up and dressed and desperately craving caffeine. I shook Bryan’s shoulder and he grunted, rolling out of bed with his eyes closed. He yelped as he stubbed his toe on the nightstand.

      “Come on, lover, get your ass in the bathroom. I’ll be in the kitchen, firing up the espresso machine.” I was just as tired as he was, but I had no intention of letting Trecht catch me in bed, so I shuffled down the hall, stopping when I came to Gabby who was stretched across the floor from one side of the hallway to the other. Maine Coons were long, muscular cats with a ton of fur. “Get out of the way, meatloaf.”

      She blinked at me, let out a squeak, and grudgingly padded into the kitchen in front of me, making a beeline for the food dish. As I flipped on the espresso machine, the doorbell rang. Cripes, he was right on time, that was for sure.

      I headed for the front door, opening it to see Trecht there, against the dark backdrop of the early morning. “Come in, but don’t start talking. I need my coffee first.”

      “I’ve never had coffee. I died long before it hit my world.” Trecht looked around at the kitchen, wincing at the overhead light.

      “Does the light bother you? I can turn on the range light and turn off the overhead.” It occurred to me that, before I had my coffee, I was far less intimidated by the spirit. I was too tired to be nervous.

      He shook his head. “No, it’s all right. Make your drink and then we’ll talk about what I found last night.” He walked over to the table and leaned against the wall.

      As I was pulling four shots for my latte, I glanced over at the ghost. The Unliving were a very specialized category of spirit, and most had come back by their own sheer will. I wondered what had brought Trecht back, and my lack of caffeine made me less than diplomatic.

      “You’ve been with Veronica a thousand years? Did you return because of her, or for another reason?” I poured two shots of espresso into my cup, then pulled two more.

      Trecht eyed me silently for a moment, then said, “Yes. I came back to stand by her side. She stood by my side during life.”

      I paused, glancing at him. He had all the regality of Veronica. At that moment, it dawned on me just who he was. “You were her prince. You were her lover. The one she left her post for.”

      With a laugh, Trecht inclined his head. “You are observant. Veronica became my queen. She was my consort, and we ruled with the sword, and with the magic of the dead. She betrayed her goddess for me, she betrayed her people for me. I beheaded her husband while she watched, laughing. And we rampaged across the countryside, taking everything we desired and leaving a trail of destruction behind us.”

      I caught a sudden glimpse of the cruelty the pair had wielded and the sheer savageness of their behavior hit home. I shivered, but quickly forced myself to stand steady. I had no intention on allowing him to know that he frightened me.

      That Trecht had been her lover only underscored the power they had held. He had joined her in death, even as they had been together in life, and they still ruled together.

      “You might wonder why she chose me to help you,” he said, breaking the silence. “In life, I was a warrior, and I was a necromancer. I understand the force you are going up against, and I’m the best suited to help you fight it.”

      “Why do you want to even bother?” I asked once I got my voice under control.

      “Because any threat to my beloved—and the Soul Collector is just such a threat—is my enemy. I will protect her unto the day we both return through the Veil. Since he can destroy the Unliving and use them for fuel, he presents a threat. Since he could conceivably take control of my Queen, he’s a threat.”

      “Then you are doing this all for her.” I stared at him. He might not realize it, but Veronica was his vulnerability as well as his love. If he would do anything to help preserve her, then she was his Achilles heel.

      Trecht stared at me for a moment. “Never mistake my allegiance for friendship or empathy. Nor my beloved’s. We laid waste to a hundred villages, destroying everyone who would not kneel before us. Men, women, children, it did not matter. A scattered handful of deaths mean nothing to me. But for my Queen, I will take on the world.”

      I felt a knot harden in my stomach. “Heard and understood. But Whisper Hollow is under my protection, and I will protect the town, regardless of who threatens it. Don’t mistake my allegiance for friendship, either.”

      We stood, gazes locked, until Trecht let out a short laugh. “Give me an honest ally any day over a hypocritical friend. Fix your drink and I will tell you what I found. I don’t have much time left to get belowground.”

      My lungs feeling tight, I turned back to my espresso machine to find Bryan, standing at the counter, listening. He cast an unfriendly nod to Trecht, but said nothing to him.

      “I’ll foam your milk. You sit. You want chocolate?”

      “Yeah, mocha, please.” I sat down at the table, grateful for Bryan’s appearance. The Unliving could attack the living just like Shadow People did. I had the upper hand, it was true. All I had to do was run into the living room, grab my dagger out of my bag, and stab through him. Or at least, that’s what I thought. I hadn’t actually tried it out yet. But in the intervening seconds, Trecht could do some serious damage to me.

      “What did you find out?” I said, situating myself at the table.

      Trecht waited till Bryan brought my mocha and sat beside me. He leaned forward. “I found what I think was one of the Soul Collector’s lairs in the woods. It’s in the thicket next to the lake. The lair is empty now, but I felt his residue there. And I think there may be some sort of evidence in there. Obviously I didn’t move anything around or touch anything. It’s as I found it.”

      “Well, that’s something. Can you give us a landmark to go by?”

      “It’s next to a tree that’s so old it’s twisted on itself. I believe it’s a crabapple but I’m not certain. I stacked several stones next to it. The opening to it is through a stand of thick foliage that reminds me of a hedgerow.”

      I sipped my mocha, letting Bryan take notes as I listened.

      “What was there?” Bryan asked.

      Trecht shrugged. “A few articles of clothing. Blood. I think several spell components. It looked as if he had to vacate quickly. Perhaps someone came close to stumbling on him.” He glanced out the window. “I need to leave. I must report back to my queen and attend to other duties. I’ll be back tonight.”

      “Lovely,” I muttered but when he looked at me, I just forced a smile. “We’ll see you then.” After Trecht left, I let out a long breath. “Thank gods he’s gone. I’m glad we have some extra info, but…”

      “But he’s creepy as fuck. I don’t like him coming around here, but I understand why he has to. Listen, I got a text last night. Can you take the kitten to the vet this morning?” Bryan poured himself a cup of coffee and set a plate of toast down on the table.

      I rummaged in the fridge and brought back cheese and some leftover chicken. “Sure. Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, but…” He paused, then said, “How do you feel about meeting Juliana? I’m meeting her in Seattle this afternoon and she’ll be coming back with me. We’ll be back in time for me to make tonight’s meeting.”

      I blinked. “She’s arriving today?”

      “Yeah, I thought it wise to keep a few of my businesses, so she’s taking over for me. It will be good experience for her and it will keep them alive. She’ll make some money managing them, and it will keep a couple good revenue streams flowing. And best of all, the two of you will have a chance to meet.”

      He looked so anxious that I wanted to calm his worries.

      I knew that Juliana and I would have to meet some day, and that was fine with me. Given she was a grown woman, it meant even less stress, but I wished it could wait until things had a chance to calm down around here. However, I wasn’t about to say that to Bryan.

      For one thing, I didn’t want him to think that I didn’t want to meet her. For another, who knew when things would calm down? Since I had returned to Whisper Hollow, it had been one thing after another. There was no guarantee my life would ever be less hectic than it was proving to be.

      “I’m looking forward to meeting her. What are your plans?”

      “She flew into Seattle last night. She’ll stay at my place for a few days before heading home. Today we’re talking to my lawyer in Seattle and signing some papers to transfer management over to her. We’ll be back around seven o’clock tonight if the ferries are on schedule, so I’ll be here for the CMS meeting. Will that be all right with you?”

      I nodded. “That works. I’ll take the kitten to the vet, and then I think I may do some shopping. I have a few other errands to run as well.”

      “Text me if you need me to come home early,” he said, giving me a long kiss. “Juliana is going to love you.”

      “I hope so. I just hope she doesn’t feel like I’m trying to replace her mother.” My biggest worry was that she’d resent me and that her dislike would put a wedge between Bryan and me.

      But he waved away my fears. “Juliana doesn’t remember her mother, remember? Katrina died in childbirth. She missed having a mother, but my mother and a few other aunties stepped in to help. Also, you should know that Juliana isn’t possessive. We get along, but we lead our separate lives. She knows that I’m always there for her, but I never hovered, so to speak.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to run if I’m going to make the ferry.”

      I kissed him, long and deep, the feel of his lips against mine shoring up my spirits. As I gazed into his eyes, once again we fell into that deep melding that I had never experienced with any other man. It was as though he could see right through me, and I through him. I could feel the warmth of his spirit, the deep longing in his heart that eased up only when he was around me. I could hear the whir of doubts and worries inside him, and I could sense the need to protect and guard whenever he was near. Every day we grew closer, and every day our union deepened into a tumultuous sea of longing and desire and love that felt like it extended beyond time.

      “I wish my grandmother could have felt this every day,” I whispered. “I wish she and Avery hadn’t been driven apart by the Hounds.”

      “If wishes were pennies, we’d all be kings, my love,” Bryan said. “Now, don’t fret. Your grandmother will one day be united with her love again.”

      “Will they? Will their love extend beyond the Veil?” I paused, thinking of Veronica and Trecht. He worshipped her, and even though they had both passed through the doors of death, he had returned to be with her, clawing his way back through the Veil. I didn’t like him, but the strength of their bond was obvious. But they had killed her guardian. Maybe sometimes, soul mates were ill-fated. Maybe in some cases, it was better never to meet the love of your life if it could drive you to destroy others.

      “Long thoughts?” Bryan asked, tipping my chin up.

      “Long thoughts,” I whispered. “Yes. But not to worry. I’m just thinking about relationships and all the different ways they present themselves. Go on, catch the ferry. I’ll see you later.” I kissed him again, waving as he left the house and headed over to his place.

      I put in a call to Sophia to tell her what Trecht had told me. After that, I decided to give myself a break and spend the day focused on happier things.
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      The kitten bounced over to me when I entered the hall bathroom, carrying Gabby’s carrier. It was far too large for the little boy, but he purred as I picked him up and popped him into it. “Come on, little twit. We’re going to see the vet. If he says you’re healthy, I suppose you’ll get to meet the gang.”

      Sophia’s husband—Tomás—was the main veterinarian in town, though there were one or two others. He specialized in a number of small animals and exotic pets like snakes and birds. His practice was on Third Street, on the north side of town. I parked in the parking lot next to the building that served a number of the small businesses in that area of town, and carried the kitten into the office.

      “I’m Kerris Fellwater, and I have an appointment at nine thirty. Bryan Tierney made it for me.” A loud mew came squeaking out of the carrier as the kitten let everyone around know just how he felt about being locked up.

      “Oh, yes. Come right in.” The tech led me into one of the exam rooms. “Let’s see who we have here.” She took the carrier from me and placed it on the counter, peeking into it. “Oh, how adorable.”

      “He’s a stray, I found him yesterday in my backyard, huddled in the snow. I looked for a mama cat and other kittens, but couldn’t find anybody else around.”

      She lifted him out of the carrier and set him on the counter. After putting the carrier on the floor, she glanced at his butt. “Well, you are definitely a little boy. Let’s get you weighed.” She placed the kitten on the scale. “Twelve ounces.” The kitten mewed at her as she handed him to me. “Here, why don’t you hold him until the doctor comes in. Are you going to keep him?”

      I stared at the kitten, then said, “If he’s in good health and won’t pose a risk to my three, yes.”

      “The doctor will be with you in a moment.” She headed out the door, shutting it behind her.

      The kitten crawled up my chest, curling up near my chin. I stroked his fur, wondering who could be such a monster to dump him out in the snow. Or maybe he was feral and got separated from his littermates, though he didn’t act like he had never been handled by humans. He began to purr, rumbling away as he burrowed his way beneath my chin.

      A moment later the door opened and Tomás Castillo entered the room. Sophia’s husband was of moderate height and trim, with limpid brown eyes and a warm smile. While I had met Sophia in high school, I had never met Tomás. The vet tech followed him in and closed the door.

      “Hello, welcome to the practice. Tess tells me you found a stray?” He held out his hand and I stood, holding the kitten with my left hand while I shook his hand with my right.

      “Yes, I found him yesterday. I’m Kerris Fellwater. I know your wife, Dr. Castillo.”

      “No need for formality. All my clients call me Dr. Tom. Or rather, my clients’ humans.” He grinned and I immediately took a liking to him. His energy was clear, and he felt like he really cared about the animals.

      “ ‘Dr. Tom,’ then. Here he is. I’ll need to bring my three in for exams soon. I have three Maine Coons. They were littermates and they’re about three years old. I took them in when they were rescued from an animal hoarder. I found this little guy in a snowbank in my backyard yesterday. I looked for his mama and other kittens, but found no sign.”

      He took the kitten and held him up. The kitten mewed loudly, and Tomás laughed. “Is that so? What were you doing out there by yourself, little one?” He paused as though he actually expected an answer. The kitten let out a squeak, then meowed again. “Oh, is that what happened?”

      Intrigued, I asked, “Can you really understand him?” Given this was Whisper Hollow, I wouldn’t be surprised. And I’d heard that Tomás was a regular Dr. Dolittle.

      He looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, Kerris—may I call you Kerris?”

      “Of course.”

      “Given you’re the spirit shaman, I assume you won’t be surprised by the fact that I can talk to animals, in a way.”

      “Not at all. In fact, it’s kind of a relief. It means you’re privy to more information about our pets than most of us can pick up.” No wonder he had become a vet, given his talents.

      “It helps a great deal, in a lot of cases. Not that all animals know when they’re sick, but I can get to the root of a lot of behavioral problems that would stump a lot of other veterinarians. Your little boy here…I can’t quite tell what happened, but the gist of it is that he somehow got separated from his family. I caught a glimpse of a road. I think he somehow crossed it and couldn’t figure out how to get back to his mother. I caught the image of a thicket near your house.”

      “That would be Bramblewood Thicket. I’ll go out later today. Maybe I can find her and the other kittens.” I had no clue what I’d do if I found them. I couldn’t take in that many cats. But Bryan had a huge house. If he didn’t mind, we could make sure they were all safe if we could catch them.

      “His temperature is normal. Let me test him for feline leukemia. Then we’ll discuss what vaccinations he needs right now.” Dr. Tom picked up the kitten. “We’ll be right back. But overall, his lungs sound good and he looks healthy. I’m seeing no sign of fleas or flea eggs. We’ll worm him just to be safe, because almost all kittens have worms.”

      As he carried him out the door, talking to him softly, I found myself grateful Sophia had someone so caring at home. With her job, she needed an emotional cushion.

      Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Tom returned, a smile on his face. “He tested negative. I’ve wormed him and given him his initial vaccinations. So are you going to take him home with you?”

      Relief swept through me and I realized I had already grown attached. At that moment, I also knew his name. “Yes, and I’m going to name him Frost, after Jack Frost.”

      “I’ll note that on his chart.” Tomás lifted the kitten up. “You’re a lucky little boy, you know. Your name is Frost and you have a new home.” He handed Frost to me. “We should see him in about a month for booster shots. He’s around six to seven weeks old, so he has two rounds of boosters to go. Do you think your three will accept him?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll give it a try. I feel like I was meant to find him.”

      “I think you were, too. If you are serious about looking for the mother and other kittens, we have humane traps you can borrow.” Dr. Tom handed me a bag. “I send all stray kittens home with a starter pack. It has treats, worm pills, instructions, and a few other things you might need. If you have trouble introducing your cats to him, let me know and I’ll come talk to them.”

      “That’s brilliant. Thank you!” I tucked Frost into the carrier. “Come on, Frost, let’s get you home and go look for your mama.” Turning back to Dr. Tom, I added, “Can I borrow a couple humane traps now?”

      “Tess will check them out to you. Good luck, and we’ll see you in a month.”

      After I had the traps, I was about to start the engine when my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but when I answered, I recognized the voice.

      “Hi Kerris, this is Mandy. From the Johnson place? I was wondering if you would let me take you out to lunch? My treat. I wanted to thank you for all you did the other day. I’ve found a new place to live, and I’ve found a space to rent to start a candy shop.”

      I debated. I wanted to accept her offer, but the thought of Frost’s family out there, freezing, nagged at me. “I’d love to, but I’m actually about to go hunting through the thicket across from my house. I found a kitten yesterday, and I think his family is over there, in danger of freezing.”

      There was a pause, then Mandy said, “Can I help?”

      I hadn’t expected her to offer her assistance. “If you want to, of course. Wear something warm. What about Ansel?”

      “My friend Karen flew in when I told her about having to move again. She can stay with him.” Mandy sounded like she really wanted to help, so I told her to come over as soon as she could.

      “I’ll be home in about ten minutes. I’ll text you my address.” As I sent her my addy, I thought about how Whisper Hollow brought people together. I looked at Frost. “Maybe, we just made a new friend. What do you think about that, little one?”

      But Frost just stared back at me, eyes wide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I tucked Frost back in the hall bathroom. I didn’t want to introduce him to the others without being there to break up any spats. After changing into warm clothes that were easy to move in, I was heading toward the door to check the mail when Mandy rang the bell.

      She looked much happier than when I had seen her earlier, and she was wearing a warm parka over a pair of jeans and snow boots. I invited her in while I prepared the humane traps.

      “Hey, I’m here and ready to go. Put me to work,” Mandy said.

      I grinned at her. “Sounds good. We can have mocha when we’re done as a treat. Thank you for offering to help me. Can you carry one of the traps?” I pocketed a baggie of cat food and a couple small Tupperware containers.

      “How do you know that the cats are over there? Did you see them?”

      I shook my head. “I found a kitten in my backyard yesterday. I took him to the vet this morning to have him checked out.” I paused, wondering how to explain the fact that Dr. Tom had talked to Frost. “How much do you know about Whisper Hollow?”

      After I locked the door behind us, I slipped my keys deep into my pocket as we crossed the street and headed for Bramblewood Thicket.

      “Actually, my mother was born here. She left when she was twenty, got married, and got pregnant with me. As I was growing up, she told me about Whisper Hollow—all these odd stories about all the odd people here. She told me the town has a life of its own. I always felt that I belonged here. I know that a lot goes on below the surface here.”

      “I thought you found the town when you are driving through on vacation?”

      She shook her head. “The truth is that I decided to come over to the peninsula in order to find out if Whisper Hollow really was calling me. I grew up in Bellingham, but ever since my mother told me about Whisper Hollow, I knew that I needed to come visit. She didn’t belong here, but I’ve always felt like I did, just from her stories. So I came over to see whether the town would welcome me or toss me out on my ass.”

      What she said made sense. Whisper Hollow called people to it, luring them here if they truly belonged. But if someone didn’t belong here, something would happen that pushed them to leave, and most of them never returned.

      “Then you really do belong here. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m opening a chocolate shop. I’m an excellent candy maker. I create my confections with love, and I truly believe that energy sinks into the food. Kind of like…a form of food magic.” She paused as we stood on the edge of the thicket. “Where should we start?”

      I explained how the humane traps worked and handed her one of the Tupperware dishes and some of the cat food as we approached the tree line.
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      Bramblewood Thicket was a dense copse of trees, stretching northwest. It ran from across the street from my house, out to the main highway a mile and a half away.

      The Grey Man had been spotted in Bramblewood Thicket, so I didn’t want to go too far into it, given the Greys were carnivorous, and people were definitely on their menu.

      The thicket was pretty during the winter. The snow fell through the bare limbs of the trees to swaddle the ground in a blanket of white. The firs in the thicket were weighed down, the snow hanging heavy on their boughs, postcard perfect and beautiful.

      It was snowing again, and I stamped my feet, wishing I could just go back home and forget about Frost’s mother. But I couldn’t. The thought of her and her kittens lost in the cold broke my heart.

      “You asked me how I knew the cats were out here. The veterinarian I go to in town is the chief of police’s husband, and he can talk to animals. Dr. Tom talked to Frost—the kitten that I found—and learned that his family was over here. Somehow, Frost crossed the street to my yard and couldn’t find his way back. He’s too little to navigate the snow.”

      Mandy stared at me for a moment, then grinned. “I love it. When I get a dog, I’ll go to Dr. Tom so that I know exactly what’s going on. Ansel wants a pet. I promised once we found a place to move into, we’d get him a puppy.”

      “Sure you don’t want a cat? If we catch mama kitty and the others, they’ll need homes.” I thought I heard something and froze, holding my fingers to my lips. “Lower your voice. We don’t want to scare them away.”

      Mandy nodded. I handed her the other trap and began to look around, peeking beneath the bushes and at the base of the tree trunks.

      I paused as a faint sound emerged from behind a nearby cedar. The tree was young, only about seven feet tall, and its boughs hung heavy to the ground, weighed down by the snow. But that would also provide safe shelter from both the snow and predators, I figured. The noise echoed again—a faint mew that sounded pathetic and frantic. I dropped to my knees and began crawling through the snow, toward the base of the tree.

      The mewing grew louder, and I realized it was actually two separate voices echoing from behind the snow-laden boughs. I glanced at Mandy, who was standing back, waiting for my signal. I pointed toward the base of the tree and she nodded, crouching down in the snow to set the humane trap down. She eased open the door, set one of the Tupperware containers inside, and poured kibble into it. Then she duck-walked backward away from the open trap.

      I set the other one down, realizing I was going to need both of my hands. Mandy eased her way over to put the other bowl inside and fill it, too, then backed away. She gave me a nod, and I turned back toward the tree.

      As I lifted up the nearest bough, the mews grew louder and more frantic. I peeked around, catching sight of three kittens curled together in a pile. They were on dry ground, but it was still incredibly cold. One was a calico, therefore most likely a girl. Another was a red boy, and a third looked a lot like Frost, only the kitten’s hair was more silver than gray.

      They let out tiny little hisses, but didn’t run. Trapped by the heavy boughs around them, their only way out was through me. Perfect, I thought.

      I reached in, making sure my gloves were firmly on, and caught up the calico with one hand and the silver kit with the other. I tucked the silver kitten in the crook of my arm and then scruffed the red boy as he tried to back away. As I tried to back out, I realized I was stuck in my crouching position, unable to turn without falling over.

      “Bring one of the traps,” I called out softly. “I found the kittens.”

      Mandy carried one over to me and I tucked the kittens inside, firmly locking the door. “Now, to find Mama. I doubt if she’d leave her kittens for long, but she probably had to go hunting.” I went back beneath the cedar, looking in every nook and cranny. But there was no sign of the mother cat at all. Finally, I came out. “I don’t see her.”

      “We should leave at least one of the traps here, then.” Mandy glanced at the one with the kittens in it. “If you have a carrier, we could put them in there and bring the second trap back over.”

      “Good idea,” I started to say, but at that moment, I heard a sudden hiss and turned. There, standing on the other side of the cedar, was a petite cat. A ginger tabby, she was staring at the trap that held the kittens, looking panicked.

      “What should we do?” Mandy whispered.

      But Mama raced toward the humane trap, heedless of the fact that we were standing next to it. She nosed one of the kittens through the mesh, and as she did so, I swooped in, grabbing her up and wheeling to slide her into the other trap before she could fight back. I slammed the door, and dropped, panting, into the snow.

      “Wow, that was quick. She didn’t even scratch you.” Mandy stared at the cage. “She’s a tiny thing.”

      “She barely looks a year old. I wonder if she’s feral or if she was dumped. It’s hard to say until we take her into Dr. Tom.” I picked up the humane trap carrying the mama kitty. “Can you carry the kittens?” I asked. “We better get out of here before we stir up something that we don’t want to deal with.”

      “Sure,” Mandy said. “But what you mean? What’s out here?”

      ‘Your mother told you about all the spirits in Whisper Hollow, right?”

      Mandy nodded. “Some of them. I wish she had told me about the Johnson house before I rented it.”

      “Not all of the denizens lurking in the shadows are ghosts. Some of them are actually very much alive. There’s a specific creature attached to this area. It’s called the Grey Man, and there’s actually more than one. He…she…it isn’t seen very often, but we’ve found the remains of his victims.”

      “He’s a murderer?”

      I shook my head as we plodded through the snow, heading toward the entrance of the thicket. “No, not in that sense. The Grey Man feeds on people as well as on wildlife. From what the doctor was able to ascertain with the last known victims—this happened some years back—he eats them while they’re still alive.”

      Mandy grimaced, glancing over her shoulder. “Then let’s get out of here. My mother did say that she knew of a lot of strange and frightening things in the area.”

      “If you thought the ghosts in the Johnson house were bad? This is worse.”

      As we broke through the trees into the clearing, it began to snow even heavier. The weatherman was right. We were in for one of the stronger winter storms that seemed to come in during January or February in the Pacific Northwest. Most of the snow we got actually fell in January, so while we seldom saw white Yuletides, my birthday was occasionally deluged with snow.

      I unlocked the door and opened it, kicking my feet up against the doorjamb to dislodge the snow from my boots. Mandy did the same, following me in. I glanced down at the humane traps. “You know, that bathroom isn’t all that big for this many kitties. But I think it will do, given they were huddled under a tree out there. I hope mama kitty is happy to see Frost.”

      “Are you going to put them in the same room?”

      I nodded. “The kittens aren’t quite old enough to leave their mama yet, not comfortably. It would do Frost some good to have her around for another few weeks. I’ll call the doctor and take them all in tomorrow, if possible. My three are already curious about who’s hiding in the bathroom.” I had noticed the Tufty Trio skulking outside of the bathroom door ever since I had put Frost in there.

      Luckily, Gabby, Daphne, and Agent H were snoozing when I made the transfer. I made sure the litter box was clean, hoping that mama kitty would be able to teach her babies how to use it, I added more food to the food dish, and then very slowly unlocked the cage doors and opened them, slipping out of the room and shutting the door behind me. I’d give her some time to calm down and explore her territory and welcome Frost back in. But when I heard an excited squeak, I couldn’t resist peeking back in.

      Mama kitty was nosing Frost, licking his head, while he made an immediate dive for her nipples. Even though he could eat solid food, it looked as though the kittens were still nursing. I shut the door again.

      “Would you like a mocha? It’s cold out there and I think we could use something warm in our bellies.”

      Mandy nodded. “I’d love one. Thank you for inviting me over. I really do want to thank you by taking you out to lunch, but we can do that another day.”

      “It’s hard when you’re in a new town, even if you know something about it. I just returned to Whisper Hollow in October. I ran away when I was eighteen, determined never to come back. But the Crow Man summoned me, and I had no choice.” I paused. “Do you know the rules of Whisper Hollow?” I made our mochas and pulled out a package of Oreo cookies.

      She shook her head. “I saw them posted on the outside of town, but I thought it was more of a tourist thing. My mother mentioned something about them but I didn’t pay a lot of attention to that.”

      “I guarantee you, they’re not meant for tourists. Well, they are in a sense, but they’re very real and not just some gimmick. You should learn them if you live here. That is, if you want to survive. Even then, they’re not always a guarantee against misfortune. Children learn them in the school, along with their times tables. I remember when I was in kindergarten, we recited them every day. My teacher drilled it into us that they were more important than the Pledge of Allegiance.”

      “Can you write them down for me? I assume I should teach Ansel once he can understand them?”

      Grateful she wasn’t taking it as a joke, I pulled out a pen and piece of paper.

      “Rule one: If you hear someone call your name from the forest, don’t answer. This one tends to involve both the Grey Man and Sasquatch. And yes, Bigfoot lives here and he will make house calls at times. Don’t invite him in. He’s dangerous and volatile, and if you ever smell anything that smells like skunk in the woods, run the other way.”

      She nodded, saying nothing.

      “Rule two: Never interrupt Ellia when she’s playing to the dead. Ellia is my lament singer, and she helps me drive the dead back into their graves. On full and new moons, especially the new moons, she will go play to the dead in the graveyard. It soothes them and keeps them in their graves longer. Around here, the dead tend to wander around on their own.”

      “She was with you the other day, wasn’t she?” Mandy asked.

      “Yes. She’s the tall woman wearing gloves. Never offer to shake hands with her. Never touch her if you can help it. She’ll do her best to keep you safe, but there’s always an off-chance for an accident.” I decided that I could leave the rest of Ellia’s story for later. “Rule three: If you see the Girl in the Window, set your affairs in order. There’s one of the Bean Nighe who lives in town.”

      “What’s a Bean Nighe?”

      “An oracle for the Morrígan, the goddess who watches over Whisper Hollow. In this case, the Bean Nighe appears as a spirit—a little girl—who shows up as a reflection in a window. She can show up in any window she likes, though there’s one particular house she’s connected with. Generally, she’s a harbinger of death, but since she appeared to me, we figured out that she can also indicate drastic change in the offing.”

      “Wait! Does she have long dark hair and sloe eyes? And does she wear white?” Mandy sounded excited.

      “Yes, actually she does. Why?”

      “Shortly before I made the decision to move here, I was looking in my mirror and all of a sudden this little girl, about twelve years old, I’d say, was staring back at me. She had long dark hair, and striking eyes that looked…different. I watched her for a few moments before she vanished and for some reason I knew right then that I had to move here.”

      “Then you saw the Girl in the Window.” I took a sip of my mocha, then bit into one of the Oreos. After I finished off the cookie, I cleared my throat with another sip of mocha and continued. “Rule four: Try not to end up in the hospital. There’s a spirit called Diago who hangs out in a copse near the hospital. I’ve had one run-in with him since I’ve been back, where I had to chase him away from the patient. He only skulks around those who are standing on the threshold between life and death—basically those who are extremely sick but still have a chance to recover. He drains their energy. I managed to save the life of someone last month by chasing him off. But there’s nothing you can do to destroy him. So just try not to get too sick.”

      “Noted. He sounds just charming.” She grinned, but I could see she was listening to every word I said.

      “Oh yeah. He’s about as charming as Buffalo Bill.” I laughed, shaking my head. “If you want the truth, he’s one of the most terrifying creatures I’ve seen. He’s also known as the Scuffler Under the Bed.”

      “Noted.”

      “Rule five: If the Crow Man summons you, follow him. The Crow Man is the voice of the Morrígan. He brings news and announcements from her, and he also acts as an oracle. I’ve had a number of talks with him. He talks in riddles, so if you ever encounter him, be aware of that. He can be dangerous, but I think that would only be if you try to attack him. Or if he was sent directly after somebody. He’s a lot like Coyote, a trickster.”

      “I’ve seen a lot of crows around here.”

      I nodded. “In general, the Pacific Northwest has a tremendous number of crows. But yes, they’re thick in Whisper Hollow. Rule six: Remember: sometimes the foul are actually fair. There are some spirits that seem terrifying on the outside, but truly they’re not. Or rather, they’re beneficial. Like Penelope, the Gatekeeper. She helps spirits over through the Veil. And the Lightning Boy. He’s a protector around the Katega Campground. He was a young boy, a long time ago when Whisper Hollow was first settled. He got stuck by lightning. His spirit infused itself into the area in which he died, and he tends to protect it. Sometimes he’ll appear in the visage of a burned boy, but he’s really very helpful.”

      “In other words, don’t judge a book by its cover?” Mandy asked.

      “Precisely,” I said. “And the last rule, number seven: Most important, don’t drive down by the lake at night. Crescent Lake has both a lake monster in it and a spirit called the Lady. She lures people into the lake and drowns them, feeding off their spirits. She’ll keep their bodies for a long time, and some people never do return to the surface.”

      “Not exactly offering Excalibur, is she?”

      “No, she takes rather than gives. And last month, she nearly took my best friend. We had to go through an incredibly complex ritual to free her from the Lady’s mark. Drive too close to the lake at night and she can trick you to run off the road. But truly, nobody in Whisper Hollow is ever safe from her. So, those are the rules of Whisper Hollow, and the reasons behind them. Follow them, and you have a good chance of getting to an old age. If you break them, there’s a good chance you won’t.”

      My phone rang at that moment, and I glanced at it. Caller ID indicated it was Ellia. “I’m sorry, I need to take this.” I walked over by the sink, holding my phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “I need you over at the Piper’s Copse. Puck asked me to call you since he doesn’t know your number. He thinks there’s one of the Unliving running around his patch of forest, and it’s attacked his latest paramour. The spirit is still there, and he wants us to come drive it back to the grave. Can you pick me up?”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes.” I turned to Mandy. “I have to go. I’m needed in my official capacity. If you want to, you’re welcome to stay here and finish your mocha, but I have to get out of here and pick up Ellia.”

      “I need to pick up dinner and get back to the hotel. Thank you for inviting me over. I really enjoyed our visit.” She picked up the paper with the rules on it and tucked them in her purse. “I’ll learn these by heart, so thank you again.”

      “I’ll call you soon and we’ll set up a lunch date. I want you to meet my friend Peggin. I think you’d get along.”

      I slipped into my coat and boots again, grabbing my bag of magical tools off of the counter. I escorted Mandy out, and we both got into our cars. As I started my car, it occurred to me that something was off. The Unliving couldn’t walk out in the daylight. Figuring it must be some other kind of spirit—maybe a Haunt—I headed over to Ellia’s house.

      On the way, I realized that Mandy was the first new friend I had made in ages.
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      “We have to be dealing with a Haunt,” I said as Ellia climbed into my car, setting her violin in the backseat. “The Unliving don’t walk out in daylight.”

      “Puck must be mixing up his dead. It’s been awhile since I’ve heard from him.”

      I couldn’t help but flash back on what Peggin had told us the other night. “Apparently, he showed up at the doctor’s the other day.”

      “STD?” Ellia asked, grinning.

      I nodded. “What else?”

      Puck was our local Lothario. As far as we knew, he wasn’t quite human, and from everything I had heard, his lovemaking mirrored that. He was a charming man, absolutely adorable, and he had been around since I could first remember. He lived in a house in a wooded area called the Piper’s Copse, and nobody really knew what he did for a living. He never seemed to want for money, and he never seem to get into much trouble except with some of the husbands of his conquests. Even then, Puck always came out no worse for wear, and most of the marriages seemed to survive intact.

      “I’ve never really met him,” I said. “Only in passing. Have you?”

      Ellia’s voice was soft when she answered. “Yes, I have, actually. I knew him fairly well when I was younger. There was a point in time where we…hung out together.” By the way she said it, I could infer only one meaning.

      “Were you two an item?” I glanced at her as I swung onto Cairn Street. Cairn Street led to the freeway, but a right turn on Third would take us to Puck’s house.

      “I suppose you could say that, although we kept our trysts quiet. I preferred it that way. I didn’t want anyone getting too comfortable with the idea of being able to touch me. Puck is the only one who’s ever been able to touch my hands and come away unscathed. Luckily, I’ve never needed to go to the doctor.”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. “Is it just your hands? I know that’s a private question and I normally wouldn’t ask it, but since we’re already on the subject…”

      She paused for a moment. Then she said, “Yes, my hands. Honestly, I’m not sure about the rest of my body. That’s why I never been to a doctor. I suppose the fact that they wear gloves during examinations would decrease the risk, but I’ve never felt comfortable enough to try it. When my mother cursed me, all I knew was that my touch brought madness to people. My skin drove them into madness.”

      “How did you meet Puck?”

      “I was out wandering around Piper’s Copse one day. Puck appeared out of nowhere, and he tried to seduce me. I was upset that day, and when he teased me, I broke down and told him about the curse. Before I could stop him, he grabbed one of my hands and pulled off my glove. He clasped my fingers in his.”

      I could understand just how terrified that would make Ellia.

      “I screamed, trying to pull away, but then I noticed that nothing was happening to him. And I realized that he could touch me without being hurt. The idea that I could actually feel someone’s flesh against mine was incredible. It was intoxicating. You don’t know what it’s like never to know the feeling of someone’s skin against your own. Even for a handshake.”

      “I can imagine that must have changed your world.”

      “In a way, it did. He swept me into his arms, and we made love in a clearing. I returned the next day, and the next. I would sneak over to his house several times a week and we kept it up for almost two years. And then one day, I noticed that he seemed a little distant. When I asked him what was wrong, he broke down and told me what he is. And I realized I couldn’t keep him for myself. It wouldn’t be right to try to limit him. But I knew myself and my feelings. I could never be part of a stable, so to speak.”

      I clutched the steering wheel, navigating the icy road. I had never heard Ellia sound so vulnerable, and I valued the trust she was placing me. “And so you broke up?”

      “Yes. We met one last time, at least as lovers. He didn’t want me to go. He didn’t want me to be lonely. He wept when I dressed that one last time, and told him I’d never sleep with him again. But I told him that it was all right, that I would carry the memories of our time together with me. We’ve met to talk now and then, and each time he still offers me a space in his life. I suppose we fell in love, but love isn’t enough to overcome some barriers. And now, I’m seventy-five and he still looks thirty. But the passion is still there, my dear. Bottled up inside.”

      I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Thank you for telling me. Thank you for trusting me enough to confide in me. I know it sounds odd, but it makes me feel better to know that you had that. To know that you haven’t always been alone.” I wanted to ask her what Puck was, but decided to wait for later.

      Third Street bent to the right, and at the bend I pulled off into the single driveway along the stretch of road. Puck was the only one who lived in the thicket, though there were plenty of houses on the right-hand side of the road. As I parked next to his old 1950s pickup, I glanced at his house. I had never really looked at it as I passed by, but now I saw that it was a cozy cabin, sheltered by the tall firs that surrounded his place. He had a bit of a front yard, but his cabin was tucked directly into the trees.

      “Did he say where he’s at?”

      Ellia nodded. “Around back, so let’s hustle. You should get your dagger out.” She paused, then added, “By the way, what happened at Veronica’s?”

      “I was going to tell you tonight at the meeting, but since we’re here, now…Veronica assigned one of her generals to work with me. He went out looking for the serial killer last night, and he found a few bits of info that I sent to Sophia. I think he found one of the lairs that our killer was using.”

      “Veronica’s general? She has generals?”

      “Apparently she has an army. And get this: he’s not only one of her generals, he’s her lover. I can’t exactly tell you how they became lovers or when, but his name is Trecht, and he’s unnerving as hell. However, he’s working with me because the serial killer happens to be a necromancer, and he’s stealing the souls of the Unliving to strengthen his powers so he can better hunt down his living victims.”

      “Aren’t we the lucky ones?” Ellia said, looking flabbergasted. But we put talk of the serial killer aside as we swung around the side of Puck’s house. He was standing there, guarding a woman who was bleeding and sitting on the snow. Puck was in a standoff, keeping a dour-looking creature at bay.

      I shook my head. Something wasn’t right. Whatever it was, it didn’t feel like a spirit. “There’s something wrong, Ellia. That’s no Haunt, either. I don’t know what it is.” I fished around in my bag and pulled out my dagger, sliding out of the car as I did so. Ellia joined me, carrying her violin.

      “What are you doing out here?” I addressed the spirit.

      The creature turned to me, his eyes glowing a sickly green. He was dead, all right, but what the hell was he if he wasn’t a Haunt or one of the Unliving?

      I didn’t recognize him from town. He was a tall man, looking bloated, which indicated he had been dead from three to five days. For some reason, his body reflected a particular stage of death. Sometimes the spirits appeared as they had looked during life. Other times they appeared as they had the moment they died. But this one looked like he would have after he’d been dead three or four days.

      The spirit said nothing, staring at me balefully. He slowly lurched forward, and I suddenly realized that he was fully corporeal. There was something dreadfully wrong, and I wasn’t sure what it was. I wasn’t even certain my dagger would work on him.

      “When did he show up?” I asked, stepping back.

      “This afternoon. Shortly before I called Ellia,” Puck said. “Be careful, shaman. Since I first called, I’ve come to the conclusion that he’s no spirit. At first I thought it was, but now I’m not sure what the hell he is.”

      Ellia let out a gasp. “You’re right. He’s no spirit. I’ve never seen one, but I know what that is. It’s a zombie.”

      “What the hell?” I turned to Ellia in disbelief. “You mean zombies actually exist?”

      “Of course,” Puck answered. He laughed at me. “Kerris, you live in Whisper Hollow and yet question the existence of zombies? Of course they exist. And so do most things out of myth and legend. There’s almost always a reason behind the legends, you know.”

      My mind scrambled, jumping from zombies to vampires. And what were wolf shifters but another form of werewolf? But what Puck said made sense. If we had spirits and ghosts and Sasquatch and aliens here in Whisper Hollow, why not vampires and zombies?

      I was brought back to the present as the zombie grew closer. It didn’t seem to be able to run, so I quickly jumped to the side, out of its reach.

      “I don’t know what to do with this. There wasn’t anything in Grandma Lila’s Shadow Journal about zombies. They’re not exactly spirits and I don’t know if I can affect them.” I stared at my dagger, wanting to try it out because it would dispel the Unliving and the Ankou. But a zombie wasn’t a spirit. As far as I knew, it was a brainless, mindless corpse running amok.

      “Get out of its way,” Ellia said. “Spirit shamans can’t turn zombies.”

      “Then what or who can?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if a gun can stop them, but maybe we should call Sophia.”

      I put in a call to Sophia as I once more moved away from the zombie. “We have a problem here,” I said, keeping a close eye on the animated corpse, which was still stumbling my way. “I don’t know what you can do, but apparently we have a zombie out in the Piper’s Copse. I’m staring at it right now and there’s nothing I can do because it’s not a spirit. I’d say whoever it was died within the past week, by the shape the corpse is in. We also need an ambulance. A woman has been hurt. You should notify Corbin, in case there’s anything he needs to do since she was wounded by a supernatural creature.”

      “Holy crap. All right, I’m on my way. I’ll bring Gareth. Don’t engage it. I’ll call Corbin on the way and give him a heads-up. I don’t know much about zombies, but I do know that they pack a pretty mean infection if they injure you.”

      “I’m not exactly intending to engage it,” I said. I stuck my phone in my pocket. “Sophia and Gareth are on their way. They don’t want us to engage this thing. Who the hell has the power to—” I stopped.

      There was one type of person who could absolutely raise the dead. A necromancer. Which meant our serial killer was now using his powers to bring back the dead in an entirely different way. For what reason, I wasn’t sure. Nobody in their right mind would raise a zombie.

      “Puck, do you know if anybody else is hanging out in your thicket? A necromancer had to raise this corpse, and I think it’s the same necromancer who’s on a killing spree. I don’t know why he’d want to create a zombie, but I have a feeling his plans have increased from just finding ready victims to something bigger.” Even as I said the words, I knew they were true. There were times when instinct showed you its hand, and I was seeing the cards bright and clear right now. Something about Whisper Hollow had called to the serial killer, and unless we actually found him, I had the feeling he was going to plant his roots here.

      “I don’t know. To be honest, I haven’t paid much attention lately.” He looked back at the girl who was sitting on the ground, holding her leg. “Hold on, sweetheart, help is coming.”

      She gazed up at him, eyes wide. “It hurts. My leg is on fire.”

      “There’s an ambulance on the way,” I said, edging back as the zombie stumbled forward a few more steps. “It seems fixated on me. I suppose I can lead it on a merry chase until they get here. It doesn’t seem to be able to run.”

      “Just don’t trip over anything.” Ellia pulled out her violin, setting it under her chin. She frowned. “I’ll try playing something to calm it, though I don’t know if it will do any good.”

      She began to play, a soothing melody pouring out of her violin. I wanted to close my eyes and lose myself in it, it was so calming. But I forced myself to pay attention, every few moments darting a few steps farther away from the zombie as I led it away from the others. At least the walking dead moved a lot more slowly than the Unliving. The stray thought crossed my mind that Veronica probably took offense when people mixed up zombies with the Unliving. I would, if I were one of them.

      As I moved farther away, Puck darted forward, skirting the zombie and joining me. I glanced at him.

      “You shouldn’t have to do this on your own,” he said. He motioned for me to get behind him. “I don’t think the thing can affect me. So please, let me take your place.”

      I more than willingly stepped aside, but as I did so, the zombie turned, following me. “Somehow I think he’s focused on me.” I stepped to the right, and the zombie stepped to its left. “Did anybody tell you obsession isn’t a healthy emotion?” I said, trying to lighten the situation.

      Puck picked up a rock and threw it at the zombie. It bounced off of the corpse, landing on the ground next to it. But the zombie didn’t even look his way. It just kept coming after me.

      “Okay, you freak.” I tried to control my breath, even though I was frightened. Although I knew that he couldn’t do much, I wished Bryan was with me. At least Puck seemed to be trying to help. As long as the zombie was focused on me, though, I could keep everybody else safe. Once again, I headed away from them. But when I spotted a firepit out back of Puck’s house, a thought crossed my mind. “Do you think fire would take care of this thing?”

      “It might. I’ll be right back. Be careful until I return.” Puck headed toward his house on the run. Ellia switched songs, and I suddenly felt myself perk up. I felt stronger and more alert. She was playing a tune that she used when I was tired and needed an extra burst of energy.

      “Thank you!” I called.

      She just kept playing, strengthening the music.

      As the melody grew stronger, so did I. I led the zombie over to the other side of the clearing, keeping it well away from her and the other woman. I was about six paces from it, and I intended to keep that distance between us.

      About five minutes later, Puck came running back around the side of his house. He had something in his hands that I didn’t recognize at first, but then I realized what it was as he fitted it over his shoulders like a backpack. He was carrying a flamethrower. Where the hell he got it, and what he used it for, I wasn’t sure. But I immediately decided that I needed to be out of range to avoid a very fiery fallout.

      “Don’t you use that thing until I move farther away,” I shouted.

      Suddenly, the zombie froze, turning toward Puck. It started for him as quickly as it could move.

      “You better hurry,” I said as I slogged out of the way.

      Ellia shifted songs again, and this time it felt like the energy and magic of her music was headed toward Puck. He held out the nozzle of the flamethrower, the hose attached to the contraption on his back. I had the feeling he was carrying enough gasoline to torch himself and his house if he wasn’t careful.

      “Stand back,” he called toward us.

      Ellia and I moved in front of the woman who was injured on the ground. I realized we still didn’t know her name, but now wasn’t exactly the time for introductions.

      Puck aimed the nozzle of the flamethrower toward the zombie and then anchored himself in the snow. As the zombie drew closer, he flipped on the switch and a massive flame shot out, engulfing the walking corpse. At that moment, I heard a siren in the distance. Sophia was on her way.

      The zombie let out a garbled screech and spread its arms wide, staggering back from the impact of the flame. Whatever juices were saturating its clothing caught fire and, like a torch, the flames shot high into the air, blazing as they spread across the corpse’s body. I turned my head, shielding my eyes. While I knew that the zombie was already dead, the sight of a human being immolated wasn’t exactly on my want-to-see list.

      Puck kept the flamethrower aimed at the zombie, pouring on the heat. The zombie lurched backward, tripping as it tried to stumble out of the way. It fell backward into the snow, but by now the fire had taken full hold, and the body blazed like a log.

      At that moment, Sophia, Frank, and Gareth came racing around the side of the house, guns drawn. They skidded to a halt when they saw the burning corpse.

      I let out my breath, starting to relax, before I froze again. The zombie sat up, still burning, and was attempting to get up off the ground. The damn thing was still moving.

      “What the hell do we do?” I asked.

      “As long as anything of it remains, it will attempt to continue on,” Gareth said. “Who was its target?”

      I raised my hand. “Me. At least, I was its target until it noticed Puck carrying the flamethrower.”

      Gareth reached over his shoulder, shrugging off the strap that crossed his chest. Attached to the strap, I could see a large hammer that looked a lot like a sledgehammer. Only it looked more wicked, with spikes on either end of the hammerhead. “I’m ready,” he said. “The rest of you move. Sophia, do you have the silver bullets?”

      She nodded, her gun still trained on the zombie. “Should I give it a try?”

      Gareth nodded, the hammer resting against his shoulder.

      Sophia took aim, then shot. The bullet sped toward the zombie, piercing the center of the creature’s forehead. She shot again, and then a third time.

      Whether it was the fire or the bullets, I wasn’t sure, but the zombie stumbled forward, landing on its knees. Then, almost as if in slow motion, it hit the ground. The crackling flames were the only thing we could hear, and after a few moments I realized that the creature was really, truly, dead.
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      As we stood there, staring at the burning body, the medics came around the side of the house. Puck pointed them toward the woman.

      “Liza needs your help. Please tell Corbin that she was attacked by a zombie.” He walked over to her side and knelt, whispering something. I could see her shaking her head, and then, with a roll of her eyes, she turned away from him. Puck returned to stand next to Ellia and me.

      “Somehow I don’t think we’ll be going on a second date,” he said, but there was a hint of mirth beneath his words. He didn’t look too upset. He turned to me. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “Thank you. There wasn’t much I could do to it, given it wasn’t a spirit. Sometimes people can make a big mistake because the Unliving are corporeal as well, but they are physical in an entirely different way. And they don’t come out during the daylight.”

      Ellia pulled her cloak tightly around her shoulders. The snow was continuing to fall, and I realized that I was absolutely freezing.

      “What time is it?”

      “Going on six,” Puck said.

      “I have to get home. Unless I’m needed for anything else?” The Crescent Moon Society would be meeting in half an hour and I wanted to see if Bryan had made it home.

      Puck shook his head. “No, thank you for coming over. I’ll make a thorough search of the thicket and if I find anything unusual, I’ll let you know. Meanwhile, I’d better go see how Liza is doing.” He looked over at Ellia, and I saw something in his eyes that told me he still had feelings for her. And yet I heard concern in his voice for Liza as well. Wondering what Puck was, but feeling the question would be intrusive, I gave him a nod and turned away.
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      Ellia came with me, since I was going to give her a ride to the meeting, and on the way back to my place I tried to think of a way to tell her that I thought Puck was still hung up on her. After a moment, I decided to just be blunt.

      “I think Puck still has feelings for you,” I said.

      Ellia let out a long sigh. “I know he does. And I still have feelings for him. He may look around your age but he’s far, far older than either of us. I wasn’t going to tell you, because it is his secret to tell, but I’m going to confide in you and ask that you keep this private.”

      “Of course. I promise I won’t say anything.”

      She nodded. “Good. The reason I can’t be with Puck is very simple but very big. He’s an incubus. He can’t commit to one woman because it’s not his nature. And I am not the sort of woman who can share. My life is too complicated, and there is far too much danger for any of the other women in his life. Suppose one of them decided she was jealous and came after me? There’s always the danger I could drive her insane. If I am to have anyone share my life in an intimate way, they have to be able to survive my touch, and they have to lead an uncomplicated life of their own.”

      I kept my eyes on the road, trying to navigate the icy patches. The snow kept coming down, and the snowplows couldn’t keep up with it.

      “An incubus? That would explain why he looks the same age as he did when I was a little girl. And that would explain the constant parade of women. But I didn’t know incubi could get STDs.”

      “Perhaps I should have said, he’s half incubus. His mother was human, and his father was an incubus. If he’d been born a woman he would have been born part succubus. His mother died a couple hundred years ago. That’s when Puck came to the United States. He was born in Moldavia in 1741. He came to the United States in 1832.”

      “That explains a lot. I won’t pressure you. I just hate to see two people who obviously care about each other go their separate ways. But I guess love can’t conquer all, as you said earlier.” I decided to change the subject. “I hope Bryan has made it home. By the way, his daughter is coming for a visit. I finally get to meet her.”

      “How do you feel about that?” Ellia asked.

      “Honestly? I’m a little frightened. I don’t think that we’ll clash, but meeting the family is always such a big step. Bryan and I are already engaged, so it’s not like we’re seeking her blessing, but I suppose I’m worried that she won’t like me, and that will drive a wedge between Bryan and me.”

      “Bryan adores you. He wouldn’t have asked you to marry him if he didn’t mean it. His daughter is a grown woman, and he may respect her feelings but he’s not going to base his choice to marry you on her reaction. That I guarantee you.” Ellia smiled.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I know I am. And thank you for what you said about Puck. I know he still has feelings for me. But he and I agreed long ago that we’re better off as friends. We’ll always be fond of each other, and care about each other, but sometimes love just can’t win out over big obstacles.”

      As we pulled into my driveway, I saw Bryan’s Lexus sitting there. I noticed he had gotten snow tires. Ellia and I hustled inside, thoroughly chilled and wet from our zombie chase.

      Bryan peeked around the edge of the kitchen, smiling when he saw me. “Where have you been? I texted you three times that we were on the way.”

      I shook my head, pulling my phone out to check it. “I didn’t hear the notifications, but that doesn’t surprise me, considering a zombie was chasing me around Piper’s Copse. We have to hustle. The meeting convenes in fifteen minutes.”

      Bryan stopped short. “What the hell are you talking about? What zombie?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it at the meeting. The others will need to know. Where’s Juliana?” I looked around, expecting to see her behind her father.

      “She’s over at my house settling herself in. I told her we’d hang out after the meeting. Are you all right?” He addressed the question to both Ellia and me.

      I shrugged. “I’m just cold and wet. I’m going to change before we go, so if you could get everything ready and out to the car, we can just head out as soon as I’m done.” I hustled into the bedroom, leaving him to talk to Ellia.

      I stripped off my clothes and glanced at the clock. We had ten minutes, not enough for a full shower, but I hurried into the bathroom and turned on the water, stepping under the wonderfully warm shower just long enough to take the edge off the chill. After a couple of minutes, I reluctantly toweled off, then changed into clean jeans and a turtleneck sweater. I sat on the bed, pulling on clean socks and a different pair of snow boots, lacing them up quickly. Then, finding another coat that wasn’t soaked through, I slid it on. Finally, I jammed a hat over my ears and pulled on a pair of dry gloves.

      Finally, I glanced at the clock again. We had five minutes to get to Niles’s garage. We’d be late, but that was just going to have to be okay.

      Jogging back out to the living room, I threw my purse over my shoulder and turned to Ellia and Bryan. “I’m ready. Let’s go.” As we headed to the car, Bryan wrapped his arm around my waist.

      “Ellia told me what happened,” he whispered. “This is why I’m retiring. I should have been there.”

      “Why don’t you drive,” I said, climbing in the passenger seat.

      As Ellia settled herself into the backseat, Bryan fastened his seatbelt and we eased out of the driveway. I glanced back at the house, trying to remember if I had locked the door. Then, as Bryan began to tell me about his day, I returned my focus to the present. I was tired of worrying, and for once, I just wanted to enjoy the evening.
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      The Crescent Moon Society met in the bottom of the auto garage owned by Niles Vandyke, a gorgeous, muscled, heavily tattooed mechanic. There was a secret entrance to the meeting chambers in the back of the janitor’s closet, and there was always a guard posted up front, watching to keep unwanted visitors out.

      As Ellia, Bryan, and I descended the steep circular staircase leading down to the meeting rooms, I ran over my notes in my mind.

      The Crescent Moon Society had formed shortly after Whisper Hollow was founded, and their primary duty was to back up the work of the spirit shamans. Later, they had branched out to take on creatures that the spirit shamans couldn’t deal with—the forest denizens who made their home around the town.

      Currently led by Starlight Williams, the Crescent Moon Society answered to the Matriarchs of the town. For that matter, I answered to the Matriarchs as well. Oriel, Ivy, and Ellia were truly the ones who ran the town, at least when it came to the magical side of things. Unfortunately, Cú Chulainn’s Hounds had infiltrated a number of the financial sectors of Whisper Hollow, and there was an uneasy balance between the two sides.

      Everyone had gathered around the table by the time we got there.

      Starlight glanced up. “You’re late.”

      Of course she would announce that I was late. That was just the way Starlight was.

      “That’s because I was running from a zombie all afternoon. A zombie most likely raised by the necromancer who is terrorizing the town and murdering our teenagers. Now, do you want to continue to dwell on the fact that I’m late? Or should I dive right in to the heart of the matter?” I flashed her a dazzling smile, showing my teeth just a little to remind her that she didn’t intimidate me.

      Starlight blinked, immediately switching gears. “I think we can adjourn with old and new business for the moment. Please, tell us what’s going on.”

      “Let’s see, first there’s a serial killer running around town. Second, it’s been brought to my attention that he’s a necromancer. Third, not only is he slaughtering our children, he also happens to be stealing souls from the Unliving to fuel whatever other powers he’s using. Fourth, this afternoon Puck called Ellia and me over to deal with what he thought was one of the Unliving. It happened to be a zombie. Who can raise the dead into zombies? Necromancers. I think we have a pattern.”

      Peggin, who was sitting with Deev across the table, coughed. Her eyes twinkled as she winked at me and suppressed a smile.

      Starlight and the others sat there, staring at me, open-mouthed. I wanted to add something flippant like, Not so quick to judge me now on being late, are you? But I decided to take the high road.

      After a moment, Trevor Riverstone, owner of the Vintage Bookstore, let out a slow breath. “How many kids has this guy killed? I haven’t even heard anything on the news about it.”

      “Three that we know of. And you probably haven’t heard anything because it didn’t hit the news until a day or so ago. But there’s more,” I said.

      “Of course there is,” Starlight muttered.

      I didn’t even look at her. “I had a long talk with Veronica. Apparently our serial killer has been hard at work across the entire United States. He’s traveled around the country, draining the souls of the Unliving and using that energy to strengthen his powers. Apparently he’s got the ability to charm his victims. He’s a true psycho, a real fucknut.”

      “And he targets teens,” Ellia said.

      “Right. He stabs them brutally, then rapes their dead bodies before he dumps them. Once he thinks the authorities are closing in, he moves on to a new town and the cycle starts all over again. We have to stop him. I don’t know how many victims he’s claimed over the years, but if he’s topic-trending on the gossip mill among the Unliving, you know it has to be quite a few.”

      “What happened with the zombie again?” Tonya said.

      I told her. “If Puck hadn’t had a flamethrower, I’m not sure what we would have done. And then, of course, Sophia had her silver bullets.”

      “I found out who the zombie was, at least when he was alive,” Frank said, speaking up. He was still in uniform. “A few days ago, Chester Beauchamp vanished. He was part owner of one of the local gyms and also a regular at Misty’s Bar & Grill. In the old days, Chester cut quite a figure, and he was still extremely strong. But he fell off the wagon one too many times when it came to the booze, and lately he’s been hanging out at the bar most of the time. He came up missing a few days ago and his wife reported it to the police, but we all thought he was just on another bender.”

      “That’s the problem with regulars like that,” Gareth muttered. “It’s hard to tell the difference between This person’s in trouble and This person’s drunk off his ass again.”

      “When Chief Castillo saw him behind Puck’s, she recognized him, even though he had been dead for about four days. The medical examiner is checking him over now, trying to ascertain how he died. The guy was still in pretty good health except for his liver, and even that hadn’t taken too much damage. His wife said he disappeared when he went out to run an errand late one evening. He didn’t come home. At first she thought he might just be at the bar but when she woke up the next morning and he was still gone, she called us and filed a report.”

      “So, we have a necromancer running around town. He’s a serial killer, not only deadly with his magic, but with his desires. Do you have any other information?” Niles leaned back in his chair. “I suppose we could send out a posse to look for him. Whisper Hollow isn’t that big. I’m sure if we went through every thicket and copse in the area we could drive him out.”

      “Yeah, I talked to the spirits of Rosemary Leeland and Emmet O’Malley, her boyfriend. They gave me a basic description.” I told them what the spirits had told me, including the information about the guy’s backpack. “It shouldn’t be terribly hard to find him. As you said, Whisper Hollow isn’t that big. Also, he should have a speaking skull, which he uses to store the energy from the Unliving in. I think that if you break the skull, it may destroy that extra power.” I leaned back in my chair. At least I didn’t have to go through this on my own.

      “I feel so horrible for the parents,” Ivy said softly. She knew what it was like to lose a child too young.

      “I was thinking,” I said. “Can you talk to the Faerie Folk and ask them if they’ve noticed anything around town? Maybe check out the ones in the areas where Rosemary, Emmet, and Nancy Westerford were killed?”

      She frowned. “Chances are, they won’t respond. The Winter Fae are far more aloof than the Summer, and the forest Fae aren’t going to want anything to do with this sort of thing. I suppose I could try, but honestly? I don’t think we’ll get any help.”

      Gareth spoke next. “I’ll call out my men, and we’ll start a thorough search of the surrounding area. If he’s out there, we’ll find him.”

      Frank held up his hand. “I don’t mean to put a crimp in your plans, but we’re dealing with a serial killer who can also work powerful magic. Death magic. We don’t know what spells he can cast, and he’s draining the souls of the Unliving to strengthen his abilities. Do you really want to put your men in that danger?”

      Gareth thought for a moment, then gave Frank a single nod. “That’s what we’re here for. That’s what we do. My men aren’t afraid, but they aren’t stupid, either. We’ll go in threes. That way, if he targets one of us, the others can just shoot the sucker in the gut. That’ll put a stop to him casting any magic.”

      Frank winced. It had to be hard for him to hear plans that went against his oath as a police officer. On the other hand, both Frank and Sophia knew that we didn’t live in a normal town, and the villains in Whisper Hollow weren’t any ordinary villains. Quite often, they couldn’t be confined behind cell walls and iron bars. Sometimes our only options were ones beneath the radar.

      “All right. You made your point. Once I leave this room, I know nothing about what you’re doing. But keep in touch. And call if you need backup.” Frank tossed his pen on the table.

      “I have another thought, and it’s probably far-fetched, but do you think that the necromancer was targeting me with the zombie? It seemed fixated on me.”

      That escalated a cascade of chatter.

      “Do you think he’s originally from Whisper Hollow?” Oriel asked.

      “I don’t know. It just seemed odd that the zombie would focus on me. He’d already attacked Liza, Puck’s girlfriend du jour. You’d think the blood would draw his attention more than my presence.” I shook my head.

      “But why would he be in Puck’s woods?” Starlight asked. “Wouldn’t he be hanging out in your backyard instead? I honestly don’t think that the zombie was targeting you in particular. Maybe he sensed your energy? Remember, you’re the spirit shaman. You work with the dead, so you have a similar energy to a necromancer. And I can tell you right now, magically, that’s true. I can feel it. It shrouds you like a cloak.”

      Part of me wanted to snap at her, but I knew she didn’t mean it as an insult. And she was essentially correct. My aura reeked of death and the spirit world.

      “You have a point. If it was targeting me, why didn’t the zombie show up in my backyard? But I just can’t get rid of the feeling that the moment it saw me, it turned its focus to me.”

      She smiled, giving me a light shrug. “That could be explained by it sensing your energy when you arrived. But I agree with you that this is a serious problem. If anything, it indicates an escalation of the necromancer’s powers. Or ego. At least Sophia instituted a curfew and I encourage everyone, if you have kids, make sure they’re safe and indoors when they aren’t at school. He may be targeting teenagers, but who knows if he’ll switch his MO to younger victims. I’d suggest calling in the FBI, but somehow I don’t think they would fully appreciate the nature of this town.” She sat back, looking pensive. Starlight had two children of her own, and even though one was a first-class troublemaker and a budding sociopath himself, I knew how worried she was.

      “Speaking of Sophia, Frank—did you guys find anything in that lair that Trecht found last night?” I asked. “You told everyone who Trecht is, right?”

      Frank shrugged. “I told them. And there were a few things. Castoff clothing, and at least one piece belonged to Rosemary, so the serial killer is taking souvenirs. Some discarded cans that had contained food. Nothing that can help us identify the killer, though.”

      So much for that lead.

      “I was wondering if there’s anybody in the Society who has magical powers like Aragorn, from Lord of the Rings,” Peggin spoke up. “If we have a first-class tracker who can use magic to track others, then wouldn’t it be easier to find the serial killer?”

      Gareth gave her a thumbs-up. “My brother would be perfect for that. If he’s willing to help us. I’d have to ask him. What do the rest of you think?”

      “Are you talking about Liam?” Frank asked.

      Gareth gave him a quick nod. “I know you told him never to show his face around town again, but he lives up in the woods, and quite frankly, he’s the only one I can think of who could pull off something like what Peggin is talking about. Liam’s the best tracker out there, and you know it.”

      “I know, but…” Frank paused, glancing at the rest of us.

      But Gareth continued, ignoring the fact that we were all watching them by now. “You know this feud between the two of you is stupid. I know you don’t want to hear it, but I’m telling you this and you’d better listen. The last thing you need is to have him on the other side. Right now he’s playing Switzerland. But if you don’t do something to mend the fence that you broke, he’ll move over to the Hounds. And trust me, the last thing you want is Liam working for Cú Chulainn’s Hounds.”

      With that, Gareth fell silent and all eyes turned to Frank.

      The cop stared at him, impassive. After a moment, he heaved his shoulders and said, “Fine. I’ll talk with him if you set up a meeting. Find a neutral place and we’ll find some way to make peace. I’ll find a way to make peace. We can use Liam’s help, and I will be the first one to admit it.”

      The meeting went south from there. There was a lot of talk about the zombie, and who the necromancer could be, and whether he had any ties to the Whisper Hollow area. For myself, I sat back, staring at the table. It’d been a long day, and all I wanted to do was go home and fall into bed.
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      Peggin and Deev decided to come home with us and by the time we got there, it was snowing so hard that it was difficult to see and the windshield wipers weren’t doing their job.

      On the way home, I asked Bryan if I could meet Juliana tomorrow. “It’s not that I don’t want to meet her, but I’m wiped out. I’m overwhelmed with everything. I know that finding the serial killer isn’t really my job, but I feel an odd sense of responsibility, like I should be able to help more. Everybody seems to feel that I should be able to find out more about him by talking to the spirits. And I can’t.”

      I was feeling a little fragile, like the weight of the world was on my shoulders.

      Bryan handed me his phone. “Punch in hashtag three. That will bring Juliana up on speed dial. Press the speaker button, if you would. I need both hands to navigate the ice.”

      I did as he asked. Juliana came on the line.

      “Hello? What’s up, Dad?”

      “Hi, I’m on speaker. Kerris and I are headed home, but we’ve had one hell of a day. Do you mind just joining us for breakfast?”

      “No problem. I’ve got a show I want to binge watch on Netflix anyway. Hi, Kerris!” Her cheery voice made me wonder if I was overreacting.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” I said. “I’m just exhausted.”

      “Of course I don’t mind. As I just told Dad, I’m all settled over here with popcorn and Netflix and I found a package of Oreos. I’m good.” With a cheery good-bye, she hung up.

      “Thank you,” I said, leaning back against my seat. “Boy, it’s really coming down out there. I haven’t looked at the weather report for a few days. When’s it supposed to ease up?”

      “Check the weather app,” Bryan said. “Again, I’m sorry I wasn’t here today. The zombie could have killed you.”

      “Puck intervened. He did his best to help out. He’s really a nice fellow,” I added.

      “Yes he is, but don’t you get any ideas,” Bryan said, but he was smiling.

      I shook my head. “Trust me, I won’t.” I checked the weather app and grimaced. “Strong winds coming in, and another heavy band of snow. It looks like we’re in the midst of an arctic front. We better make sure we have enough batteries for the candles.” Although I loved regular candles, I kept the battery-operated ones around because my cats were all too curious about the flames. “I’m grateful I have a gas fireplace,” I added.

      “I should call Juliana and tell her to make sure that there’s wood inside for the fireplace. I do have a generator, so if the power goes out we can always go over to my place and take the cats.”

      “Oh!” I said, suddenly remembering. “To add to the chaos, I found the mama kitty and the other kittens today. They’re all in the bathroom with Frost.”

      “Frost?”

      “I named the kitten. I’m keeping him.” I paused, biting my lip. “You wouldn’t want a mama kitty and three babies, would you?”

      “You do realize once we move in together, we’d have eight cats, don’t you?”

      I shrugged. “Blended families are where it’s at now.”

      “Oh for… I’ll think about it,” Bryan said, a grin on his face. “Is she friendly?”

      “I’m not sure, but I was able to catch her. She’s a tiny thing, barely old enough to have kittens herself. Poor baby. I’d like to take them all to the vet tomorrow if we can get out of the driveway. And by the way, Frost checked out just fine. He’s had his first shots as well. I’m just hoping that mama and the others don’t have anything, because I put them all in the bathroom with him.”

      By that time we had eased into my driveway. Deev and Peggin were close behind us. They parked next to Bryan’s car. We all headed toward the door, and once again I jumped when Trecht stepped out of the shadows.

      “You startled the hell out of me,” I said.

      Truck shrugged. “Well, I suppose that’s par for the course. I was wondering what you wanted me to do tonight.”

      I sighed, then shook my head. “Come on in and we’ll discuss it. Actually, I have some news that Veronica might want to hear.”

      When we were all inside, I shrugged out of my coat and boots and turned up the heat. I was chilly, and all I wanted was something hot to eat. Like soup. I headed into the kitchen and pulled out three cans of chicken noodle soup. Peggin followed, and when she saw what I was doing she found a large saucepan in the cupboard and set it down next to me. Without asking, she brought out a loaf of French bread and split it open and buttered it as I emptied the soup into the pan. I set the pan to heat on the stove as she slid the loaf into the oven. Bryan and Deev set the table.

      Trecht watched us move in silent unison. After a moment he said, “The four of you seem to have developed a hive mind. It’s been so long since I was alive that I find the living fascinating at times, like a scientific study.”

      I realize that he was right. The four of us did work as a team, and I put it down to being such good friends. But even that didn’t seem to explain it.

      “Listen, a zombie attacked me today. Do you know what zombies are?” I asked him.

      “Unfortunately, I do. That is news I’m sure Veronica will want to know. Where did you find it?”

      “Bryan, will you show him on the map? Trecht, I know that Puck looked through his thicket today, but there are places he might not have been able to see or find. Would you see if there are any more zombies running around the woods there?”

      “Did you find out anymore about the lair that I found last night?”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t offer us many leads, unfortunately.”

      “All right. I’ll check on the new section of woodland tonight. I’m also going to return to Veronica and tell her about the zombie.” Trecht eyed the spread of food that we were placing on the table. “I’ve been around a long time. I’ve watched civilization rise out of the dirt and mud. While I don’t admire a great deal about your society, one thing I think I would have loved to experience was being able to have ready food at hand. And warmth other than sitting around a bonfire or fireplace.”

      I had gotten the feeling that Trecht didn’t admire anything about our civilization or the modern age, so it surprised me to hear him say that.

      “Go ahead, head out now. Come back if you find anything. We’ll be up for a little while.” I didn’t feel like sitting down to eat while Trecht was standing there staring at us.

      With a faint grin, he gave me a half-assed salute and headed out the door.

      I sat back in my chair, breathing easier. “I know he’s on our side, but he still gives me the fucking creeps.”

      “Me too,” Peggin said. She began to ladle out the soup in our bowls. Bryan tore off chunks of the bread, handing it around. As we began to eat, I felt myself relax for the first time all day.

      After a few minutes, Peggin spoke up again. “I’ve been doing research on the Soul Collector. I found a few things, but nothing strong enough to bring up at the meeting tonight. After we’re done, if you’d like, I’ll show you what I found out.”

      “Might as well. I don’t think you two should drive home tonight. It’s icing up out there, and even the short distance to your house could be dangerous.” I paused. “Does anyone know how Ellia got home tonight?”

      “I think Oriel drove her,” Bryan said. “I saw them leave together.”

      After we ate, Peggin pulled out her laptop and plugged it in. As she brought up her notes, Bryan helped me clear the dishes. When we gathered back at the table, I made sure to bring my notebook. I liked writing things down—it helped me remember them better.

      “All right, I looked up every reference I could find about the Soul Collector, weeding out novels and movies. That still left quite a subsection of references. I decided to add in parameters, so I added references to serial killers, murderers, and necromancers. For the hell of it, I also added grave robbers, and now I’m glad I did because of the zombie. I ended up with a good handful of links.”

      I admired Peggin’s abilities with the computer. She knew her way around a keyboard, that was for sure.

      “I still haven’t sifted through all of them but I began with the ones that seemed the most relevant. It seems that in five different states, someone has made a link between a serial killer and a necromancer they call the Soul Collector. While I’m not assuming he’s the same as ours, it stands to reason that there’s probably a connection. Then I checked dates. The most recent mention was made seven months ago in Oregon. Four girls were murdered in a small town down there.”

      “Girls?”

      “Teens. Also, there happens to be a spirit shaman in the town. Her name is Tara Beth Knightwalker and she’s been the spirit shaman in Glen Harbor for fifteen years. She took over from her mother. Annabelle Knightwalker broke her hip when she was sixty-nine, and she handed over the reins to her daughter. Annabelle is now eighty-four, and her daughter is fifty-two.”

      Even though I knew there were other spirit shamans, I had never met one outside of my own family. I had a sudden urge to call Tara Beth and introduce myself. It might be advantageous if we met, or at least spoke on the phone.

      I had a sudden vision of creating a network of spirit shamans all around the country, so when we encountered a problem we could have someone else to talk to. It also occurred to me that I might be able to learn some of the knowledge I missed out on from not training with Grandma Lila.

      I turned my attention back to Peggin. “What else does it say?”

      “All the girls were in the sixteen- to seventeen-year-old range. And they were all sexually assaulted after death. The sheriff of Glen Harbor told the local news they were searching for a serial killer who went by the name of the Soul Collector. She said she had been working in conjunction with the spirit shaman. They put out an APB on a man whose description matches the one you gave us tonight at the meeting. I saved the image of the sketch.” Peggin turned the computer so we could all see it.

      And there he was. The man in the sketch matched the description that Rosemary and Emmet had given me, down to the scar on his face. I knew instantly that was who we were looking for.

      “Forward this to Sophia. She needs to see it. That’s him. I can feel it in my bones.” I stared at the face, feeling oddly connected to the energy behind it. It was hungry, greedy, and grasping and thirsty for blood. The Soul Collector craved power over others, and he viewed the world of the dead as his playground, I knew it.

      “I want to talk to Tara Beth. I want to ask her whether they ever managed to find him. I doubt it, given he’s up here but…” I said, gathering my thoughts.

      Peggin scan through the article, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think they caught him. Let me do a search on this news site.” Moments later, she shook her head again. “There’s no further mention of him. And there’s no further mention of any more victims. It looks like the girls were killed over a three-month period and then the killings stopped.”

      “What about before that? Can you trace him further back?” Bryan asked.

      Peggin tapped away the keys, then said, “I sent Sophia the sketch and the link to the article. The most recent mention of him before that took place…around eighteen months ago. And this one is on a forum board. A forum board about necromancy, actually. And all I see is a single post starting a new thread on the boards. It says, ‘It looks like the Soul Collector has popped up again. Arizona this time.’ But there are no replies and there’s nothing else on the boards about it. Let me check the Arizona new sites to see if I can find anything mentioning a serial killer around a year and half ago.” She glanced at me. “Can you make me a mocha?”

      “Sure,” I said. As I headed over to the machine, I said, “If you can find me a phone number for Tara Beth Knightwalker, I’d appreciate it.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Peggin said.

      Deev stretched out his legs, leaning back in his chair. “Do you think the FBI knows about this character? If he’s killing from state to state, shouldn’t they be involved?”

      “You would think so, but who knows?” I fired up the machine. “Anybody besides Peggin and me want caffeine?”

      Neither Bryan nor Deev wanted any, so while I made mocha for Peggin and me, she clicked through link after link.

      “All I can find in Arizona is that in a suburb of Phoenix, little over a year and a half ago, five teens were murdered within two weeks’ time. Four girls and one boy. The boy was hanging out with one of the girls, so it seems like a similar case to Rosemary and Emmet. The cops were totally stymied, and the killing stopped abruptly. All five murders are still unsolved.”

      “So eighteen months ago, he was in Arizona. Seven months ago he was in Glen Harbor, Oregon. Now he’s in Whisper Hollow. It looks like he made his way west, up the coastline. I wonder… Can you search for multiple murders of teenagers along the Southeast from about three years ago to a year and a half ago?” If he was following the coastline, and moving from east to west, there should be something indicating his presence in the Southeast before he landed in Arizona.

      “It will take me a while, but yes. I’ll start looking right now.” Peggin accepted the mug of mocha that I handed her and went back to her computer.

      I yawned, exhausted. But I didn’t want to go to bed yet. It seemed like we were onto something, and I wasn’t about to leave Peggin up late, working by herself.

      “I wonder if Gareth’s brother will help us?” Deev asked.

      “I didn’t even know Gareth had a brother until he mentioned it,” I said. “Bryan, do you know anything about Liam?”

      “Not really. Gareth said he lives out in the woods. If he’s anything like Gareth, and he’s willing to help us, then it will only help to have him on board.” He paused as my phone rang.

      I glanced at the caller ID. Sophia.

      “Hello?” I hoped she was just calling to thank me for the sketch that Peggin had sent her.

      “We have a problem,” Sophia said. “I think the Soul Collector’s struck again.”

      “Did you find another body?” I asked. The others froze, looking at me anxiously.

      “Not yet. But Arnica Jones, the fourteen-year-old daughter of the pharmacist who runs the Whisper Hollow Pharmacy, didn’t come home tonight. Arnica was studying with her friend Jen, and Jen’s father was supposed to bring her home. But apparently he had to work late, so Arnica decided to walk home on her own. She didn’t call her parents, and they thought she was still studying until around ten thirty. When they called over to Jen’s house, Jen told them that Arnica left at nine o’clock.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was eleven fifteen. “How long would it take her to walk home? Factoring in the snow?”

      Sophia’s voice was shaky. “Twenty minutes at the outside. That’s why Jen—Jenny Forge—wasn’t worried when Arnica told her she’d walk. Jenny’s mother wasn’t home or she would have given her a ride. Neither girl can drive yet.”

      “Where do Jenny and Arnica live?” I asked.

      “That’s the scary thing. Arnica lives on Plum Street, off the Mulberry Lane cul-de-sac. Jenny lives on Whipwillow Lane. She lives close to Snowstar Avenue, so Arnica headed in that direction. She would have had to pass the area where Snowstar Avenue forks off of Whipwillow Lane.”

      “But that’s not exactly over where the bodies were found. Snowstar Avenue East is across the bridge that goes over Juniper Creek.”

      “True, but the entire area around there could easily be his hunting ground. He’s not going to go hunting around the high school, because it’s more populated. It doesn’t really matter, though, because Arnica Jones is missing.”

      I sat there silent for a moment, thinking. “What do you want us to do? And did you get the sketch that Peggin sent you?”

      “It just popped up on my email. I was at the Jones household and over at the Forge house, taking notes. As to what I want you to do, I have no idea. I don’t know if there’s anything you can do. But I felt you should know, especially after the zombie. By the way, the medical examiner figured out how Chester died—at least, the first time. Someone slit his throat. Whoever did it had to be stronger than he was, or Chester had to be drunk. At this point in time it’s impossible to tell what his blood alcohol levels were at the time of death. Especially since he ended up a human torch.”

      I cringed. Sometimes Sophia had a blunt way of putting things that made me queasy. I realized that, in her business, she couldn’t help but be direct. But even though I dealt with death every day, I still wasn’t used to how much the police and medical personnel had to disassociate themselves from the grim realities they dealt with every day. They had to in order to function, but it still felt cold to me.

      “So, he was murdered.”

      “Yes. I sent an officer out to track down Chester’s last known whereabouts. His wife said he left the house four nights ago after an argument. Two of his buddies over at Misty’s Bar & Grill said Chester had hung out with them for a while. He left the bar at eleven p.m. that night, and that was the last time anybody saw him alive. So he’s been dead since Monday night as far as we can tell.”

      “Where’s Misty’s Bar & Grill?”

      That’s the thing,” Sophia said. “It’s a little hole-in-the-wall joint on Huckleberry Way, in the general vicinity of where we found Nancy. Chester lives on Crow Man Drive. He was probably going to walk home, given his wife wouldn’t let him drive when he went out to drink. Or maybe he thought he could catch a ride home with a friend. But nobody was driving that night, and so he left on foot, planning on taking a ‘winter wonderland’ stroll, as he put it.”

      “Well, that’s the last stroll he ever took. So what happens next, regarding Arnica?”

      “I have teams searching for her. I have limited resources because I don’t dare send out officers on their own. I’ve called in search and rescue, on a voluntary basis, given the danger. They’re assembling teams right now. I don’t know if there’s anything you can do at this point, but if there is I’d appreciate any input. I don’t want to see another dead girl cross the morgue’s threshold.”

      “Actually, I may be able to help. I’ll have to visit Veronica. I told you about Trecht.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I can have him join the search. But right now he’s off investigating the area around Puck’s home because of the zombie.”

      “If there’s any way you can call him back, we can use all hands on deck. Even if they’re dead hands.” She paused, then added, “That sounds so weird.”

      “Tell me about it. Actually, I’ll text Penelope instead of going out there. She can contact Veronica quicker than I can. I’ll let you know what happens.” I hung up, then punched in a text to Penelope. I explained the situation and asked her to contact Veronica as quickly as she could. Then I turned back to the others.

      “Another girl’s gone missing. Arnica Jones went missing sometime between nine thirty and ten thirty tonight, so we may still have a chance to save her. I just texted Penelope, asking her to get in touch with Veronica so she can contact Trecht. I want to send him out to search for her. Let’s hope we don’t have another victim on our hands.”

      A moment later, Penelope texted me back. i’ve contacted veronica. she sent word to trecht and he should be on his way to your place now. given the nature of the unliving, it won’t take him long to get there. i’ll keep an eye out for any spirits coming through the veil and let you know if arnica shows up. i hope not. she’s too young to go over.

      While we were waiting for Trecht, I asked Peggin to send the rest of the information she had found online about the Soul Collector to Sophia, along with a suggestion that she check in with law enforcement agencies along the coast about serial murders involving teenagers over the past few years. As soon as we finished, there was a sound in the hallway and I looked up to see Trecht walking through the door. “I’m glad you’re back. We need your help.”

      He looked at me, his face grim. “Tell me what to do, shaman. And I’ll do it.”
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      I quickly told Trecht about Arnica. Bryan pulled up the area on the map and held it out to him.

      “I’d like you to search as quickly as you can through the woods. Sophia knows you’re going to be around there, so if you happen to find something—if you see the Soul Collector with the girl, or even if you find her body—could you let her know, unless it’s quicker to come back here.”

      “I don’t reveal myself to the living very often. It doesn’t make for good relations. But if a girl’s life depends on it, I’ll do so. My queen would have me comply.” He headed for the door, vanishing before I could say another word.

      I turned back to the others. “I hate to think that there’s another girl out there in danger. I can’t imagine what her parents must be feeling.” A knock on the door interrupted me. Bryan went to answer.

      “Look who’s here,” he said, leading Gareth and a man who looked very much like the biker into the kitchen.

      “This is my brother Liam. We’re joining the search team.”

      “I assume Sophia called you?” I asked, glancing at the rough-and-tumble mountain man standing behind Gareth. He looked like his brother in many ways, though a few years older. He was dressed for the woods, and his face looked like it was frozen in a perpetual scowl.

      “She did. Liam, I’d like you to meet Kerris Fellwater, the spirit shaman. That’s her guardian, Bryan. And this is Peggin and Deev, good friends of hers. You can trust them all.”

      Bryan held out his hand and Liam slowly took it.

      “Thank you for coming to help us,” Bryan said. “We need all the help we can get. There’s a little girl out there whose life is in danger.”

      Liam grunted. “I know exactly how that feels. Come on, Gareth, let’s get moving.” Without a word, he turned and headed back toward the door.

      Gareth glanced back at him, then looked at me. “I’ll tell you about that sometime. Until then, we’ll do what we can find her. I lost a niece to a pedophile. I’ll do whatever I can to stop anybody else from going through what I went through, or what my brother went through.” He glanced over his shoulder to Liam, who was waiting by the door. “We’ll call you if we find anything.”

      As they left, I felt like we should be out there too.

      “I feel so helpless right now. I want to be out there searching for that girl, but I don’t know if we could do any good. All I would probably do is get in the way. But there’s got to be something I can do.”

      “Give yourself a break, Kerris. You’re doing everything you can think of.” Peggin carried our mugs over to the counter, rinsing them out.

      I shook my head. “Maybe I am, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling like it’s not enough. I keep trying to think if there are any spells I know that could help. Or maybe, are there more of the dead I could scare up to search for her? There are a lot of ghosts walking the streets of Whisper Hollow. Why can’t I make use of their presence?”

      “It’s not something that you can force them to do,” Bryan said. “You’re not a necromancer and it takes a necromancer to command the dead. You’re the spirit shaman and your job is very specific. Unless they’re causing harm, forcing spirits to work for you is as bad as drafting people into an army. They aren’t your servants.”

      I stared at him, realizing what I had just proposed. “You’re right. I can’t force them to help. I can’t just use them like tools. I don’t know what I was thinking.” I sat down at the table, my shoulders slumping. “I just hate knowing that girl is out there.”

      Bryan wrapped his arms around my shoulders, leaning around the back of the chair to kiss me. “I know. I can’t imagine what I’d do if something happened to Juliana. And if anything like this had happened when she was younger, it would have broken me.”

      I suddenly felt bad that Juliana was sitting over in his house alone. I leaned back in my chair, looking up into his face. “Bring her over. We’re going to be up for a while. She’s more than welcome to come hang out with us.”

      “Are you sure?” The light in his eyes warmed my heart.

      I nodded. “I’m sure. It’s not the circumstances under which I’d choose to meet her, but we can’t always pick and choose our times.” I turned to Peggin. “You should go take a look at Frost’s family. I found them today. Mandy came over and helped me.”

      “Who’s Mandy?” Peggin asked.

      “Do you remember I told you about the woman who moved into the old Johnson place? Her.”

      “I didn’t realize you were already friends. So, show me. I could use a smile.” Peggin followed me into the hallway toward the hall bath. As I opened the door, making sure the cats weren’t waiting to run out, I saw that the litter box had been thoroughly used. And there was no cat poop on the floor, so apparently Mama did know how to teach her children proper bathroom etiquette.

      The mother cat was curled up on the big fluffy towel I had set in the bathtub and all of her babies were nursing, including Frost.

      Peggin cooed as she saw them. “Oh they’re so pretty. Are you keeping them all?”

      “I want to keep Frost, but I can’t take all of them in. I’m trying to convince Bryan to take them. You wouldn’t want a cat, would you?”

      She laughed. “I’m afraid that the ferrets wouldn’t go for that. And my house isn’t big enough to separate off areas for them. Don’t even think of offering them to Deev. He loves cats, but his house is not animal-safe. If we ever move in together, he’s going to have to rethink the whole lot of his gadgets.”

      We watched the cuddling family for a while longer, then headed back to the kitchen. I yawned, thoroughly exhausted.

      “I wish I could go to bed. But somehow, the idea of going to sleep before we find out if they located Arnica seems wrong.”

      “Maybe we should have a sleepover in the living room,” Peggin said. “We could camp out and watch old movies. And doze off here and there while we wait for news.”

      Even though that seemed too cheery for what was going on, I decided to try to accept that I was essentially playing a waiting game right now. “That’s a good idea. Bryan and I have sleeping bags, and an air mattress.”

      As we entered the kitchen, Bryan turned to me. “Juliana’s already in bed. She’ll come over for breakfast, and she told me to thank you for the invitation.”

      “Can you get out the air mattress and set it up in the living room? Peggin and I decided we should camp out while we’re waiting to hear if they find Arnica. We can watch TV. I really need to lie down and I need to change out of these things. I’m so tired.”

      “Why don’t you just go to bed, sweetie? There’s nothing you can do until they let us know.” He took hold of my shoulders, gazing into my eyes. “I know you feel guilty. But there’s nothing for you to feel guilty about. Finding the serial killer isn’t your battle. You’re doing everything you can to help. You need to learn when to let go.”

      I fretted, but realized he was right. There wasn’t much I could do. Even if Trecht came back and said he had found the killer, all we would do was call Sophia. And although the serial killer was a necromancer, there wasn’t much any of us could do against him.

      Reluctantly, I nodded. “All right, but I don’t like it. I don’t like feeling helpless.”

      “None of us do, love. None of us do.”
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      Not wanting Juliana to stay alone, I told Bryan to go back to his house. I had Peggin and Deev with me, and I didn’t want his daughter to stay by herself in that huge mansion.

      “All right,” Bryan had said. “But if anything happens, you contact me, you hear?”

      “You’ll be right next door.” I leaned up to kiss him, gently pressing my lips against his. He pulled me to him, and I never wanted him to let him go. But, resolutely, I pushed him back, gently turning him toward the door. “Go. And come back tomorrow morning for breakfast, both of you.”

      Reluctantly, he headed out the back door, crossing the yard between our houses. It was pouring snow by now, huge thick flakes that were building up faster than we could measure.

      “That’s a good thing you did,” Deev said.

      I turned around, a question in my eyes.

      “Sometimes it’s hard for people to share the ones they love. You’re doing the right thing by encouraging him to be a father first tonight.” Deev gave me a warm smile, draping his arm around my shoulders as we turned back to the living room. “Have I told you how glad I am that you’re Peggin’s best friend? And that you’re my friend?”

      I rested my head against the oilcloth of his duster. “Have I told you how happy I am that you and Peggin are together? You’re good for her, Deev. You make her happy, and that means the world to me.”

      Peggin startled both of us when she walked around the corner from the living room. “If you’re finished with your mutual admiration society, why don’t you both come into the living room and watch Godzilla with me? He’s about to destroy Tokyo.”

      I gasped, fluttering my hand to my lips. “Oh no, why did you have to give us a spoiler?” I asked, laughing.

      “Hey, who knows? Maybe things will have changed since the last time we saw the big lizard go on a rampage!” Peggin giggled, curling up on the air mattress and patting space beside her.

      I waited, expecting Deev to join her, but he motioned for me to take his spot.

      “I’ll sit on the sofa. You two share the popcorn. I have a sandwich, and that’s all I need.”

      As I curled up on the air mattress with Peggin, pulling the blanket up around my shoulders, Godzilla stormed the city. As we ate our way through the bowl of popcorn, he not only took on the military, but Mothra as well. Somewhere, in the midst of one of the big battles, I managed to doze off.
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      “Kerris? Kerris?”

      The words echoed softly through the fog in my brain. Somehow, I found myself struggling with Godzilla, only he was my size and I was trying to punch him in the face. The next moment, I opened my eyes to find Trecht kneeling beside the air mattress. He placed a hand lightly my shoulder and his touch chilled me to the core.

      With a gasp, I shot to a sitting position, glancing at Peggin beside me, and then at Deev on the sofa. Both were sound asleep. Trecht motioned for me to follow him, and I quietly slipped out from under the covers, padding into the kitchen behind him. He moved silently, like the ghost he was, and I realized again just how deadly the Unliving could be. He could have slit my throat if he wanted to.

      “Any news?” I asked, shivering. The Unliving were colder than ice, colder than what I imagined a vampire would be.

      “I found the girl. What do you want me to do? The police officer is asleep, and I didn’t want to startle her by waking her up.”

      Crap. Double crap. “Where is she? Where’s Arnica?”

      “Hiding in the woods. I think she’s lost. It looks like she escaped from the necromancer, but he’s hunting for her and she knows it. We don’t have much time until he finds her.”

      “Oh hell. All right, I’ll call Sophia. I don’t know how long it will take her to get out there. How far away are they? I guess I should ask, where are they?”

      “The girl is hiding in a ravine near a bridge that runs across a small creek. The creek runs past a farm.”

      “That has to be Juniper Creek. Which side of the bridge is she on? The side closest to the lake, or the side away from the lake?”

      “The side closest to the lake,” Trecht said. He looked bored, and I realized he had been telling me the truth when he said he really didn’t care what happened to the people involved. Irritated, because he seemed so callous and cruel, yet not wanting him to see my irritation because I needed his help, I stuffed down my feelings.

      “I’ll call Sophia, and then come with you. You said that the killer is close to her?”

      “He had her in his grasp, and she got away. When I left to come get you, he was chasing her through the trees.”

      “All right. Wait here. I have to get dressed.” I hurried into my bedroom, yanking on a pair of jeans and the first sweater that I found. I struggled to put on my socks with one hand, and with the other, I fumbled with my phone.

      “Sophia, the necromancer is in the ravine near Juniper Creek, somewhere near the area where the bridge crosses the creek by Raven Tree Farms. Arnica’s on the run. She escaped but he’s following her. Bryan and I will head there as soon as I get off the phone. Get the men out there ASAP.”

      She started to protest—I knew she was going to tell me to stay home—so I hung up. Next, I called Bryan.

      “Hey love, get your ass over here. Dress for the woods. Trecht found Arnica and she’s on the run from the Soul Collector. I’ve called Sophia, and if you don’t get over here in five minutes I’m leaving without you.” Again, I didn’t give him time to protest. I stuffed the phone in my pocket, even though it had started to ring, and I yanked on my boots, zipping them up. I threw on a heavy jacket, yanked on my gloves and hat, and headed for the door. Trecht was following me.

      At that moment, the lights blazed. Peggin was staring at me, squinting, her hand on the light switch. “Where are you going?”

      “Trecht found Arnica, and she’s on the run from the necromancer. I called Sophia, and Bryan’s on his way. We’re heading out because I don’t know if Sophia can get there in time.”

      “You’re not going alone,” Peggin said, reaching for her clothes. She was wearing a loose nightgown of mine.

      “You and Deev stay here. I don’t have time, and I refuse to put you in the line of fire.” As I turned toward the front door, there was a noise in the kitchen and Bryan came stomping into the living room.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he asked.

      “There’s no way that Sophia can make it there in time. Trecht knows where Arnica is, so he’s going to take us to her. The necromancer is chasing her through the ravine.”

      Bryan looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”

      “What about us?” Peggin said. “We want to help.”

      “Stay here in case anybody calls.” Bryan grabbed my hand, and we headed out the door. Trecht was waiting by the car. I stared at him for a second.

      “Can you ride in a car?” I asked.

      “Yes, I can. And since you can’t travel the way I can, it only makes sense for me to go with you.” He stepped right through the car into the backseat. I shook my head, once again feeling the sense that reality had just taken another surreal turn.

      I decided to let Bryan drive, so I got in the passenger seat and tossed him my car keys. As we eased out of the driveway, slipping and sliding on the new snow, Trecht gave Bryan directions. I stared out the window, hoping that we’d get there in time to save Arnica. And…what the hell were we going to do to stop the necromancer before he killed again?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive to Juniper Creek was tense. We knew the Soul Collector had a knife and a gun, but what kind of spells could he use?

      Then I thought of Arnica and how frightened the girl must be, and I tried to push all the other worries out of my mind and focus on her.

      Juniper Pond fed into Juniper Creek, which ran down into Crescent Lake. The pond fed from an underground spring, which kept it level year-round. The pond was surrounded by a park, a pleasant place, actually, at the bottom of a steep ravine on either side.

      The creek ran through the ravine, beneath the Raven Tree Drive bridge, and then beneath the Snowstar Avenue bridge right before it emptied into the lake. Parts of the Katega Campground buttressed up against the creek. On the east side of the stream, at the top of the ravine, Raven Tree Farms spread out.

      Unlike a number of thickets and copses in Whisper Hollow, the Juniper Pond area was actually friendly, and whatever spirits lived in that area seemed to welcome company.

      The ravines in Western Washington ran deep and steep, their slopes covered with thick undergrowth. A lush tangle of ferns and brambles and vining plants of all types covered the slopes, and the dirt was thick with moss and detritus. Almost every forest floor in Western Washington was thick with the matted needles that fell from the evergreen trees, and rotting leaves from the maple, cottonwood, and birch trees. Everything blended together into a unique ecosystem, thick with nutrients that supported all of sorts of life from fungus to insects to the birds and animals that fed on them.

      Trecht directed us to park near the lower level of the Katega Campground. A trail ran through the woods to the bridge crossing Juniper Creek. As we prepared to get out of the car, I called Sophia to let her know where we were.

      “How far away are you?” I asked.

      “Less than five minutes. I wish you and Bryan would wait for us.”

      “Every minute could mean the difference between saving Arnica and losing her to that freak. We’ll be careful. I promise.” I hurried out of the car to catch up with Bryan. He turned around, staring at me.

      “I want you to stay here,” he said. “Wait for Sophia. I can run ahead in my wolf form and make better time that way. I’ll have the best chance of the Soul Collector being unable to affect me with his magic in my shifter form, as well.”

      I bit my lip, wanting to go with him, but if he had a better chance of saving Arnica without me, he was right. I should wait.

      “All right. I’ll wait here to talk to Sophia.” I got back in the car and shut the door, watching as Bryan shimmered into his wolf form. He was beautiful, large and white with glowing blue eyes. Trecht motioned north, and he and Bryan took off down into the ravine, Bryan loping through the snow as though it wasn’t even an obstacle.

      As I waited, I fretted. Had the Soul Collector found Arnica yet? Was she still alive? And what could he do to Bryan in his shifter form?

      Shivering, I suddenly realized how cold it was. I fumbled in my purse for my keys, hoping to turn on the heat, but then I realized Bryan still had them. When he turned into his shifter form, his clothes changed with him, which meant my keys were unavailable. And the only spare key I had was at home.

      “Crap,” I said under my breath, sticking my hands beneath my armpits.

      I kept an eye out for Sophia, wondering just how long five minutes could be. It occurred to me that I might have a blanket in the backseat, so I turned around on my knees, leaning over seats to look in the back for it. The next moment, I heard a knock on my car door. I whirled around, opening it, relieved that the cops had finally arrived.

      “I’m so glad you—” I stopped.

      Sophia wasn’t standing outside my door, and neither was Frank. Instead, a tall burly blond man stood there, a scar on his face.

      Oh hell, it was the killer.
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      My feet were on the ground, my hand still holding tight to the door handle.

      As he reached for the top of the door, I acted without thinking. I swung the door open as hard as I could, ramming it into his stomach and knocking him back. I thought about slamming it shut and locking it, but it wouldn’t be that hard for him to break the window, so instead I scrambled out into the snow.

      I started to run, heading toward the main road. It would be a deadly mistake to run into the woods with him following me. He knew the forest too well, and he was bigger and faster than me. I could hear him struggling after me and wished I had swung the door even harder.

      I managed to reach the main road that led out to Whipwillow Lane, but I hadn’t counted on how icy the asphalt would be. I went sliding across the pavement, landing on my ass. I glanced around, seeing a snowbank nearby, and I scrambled for it, struggling on my hands and knees to reach the soft snow.

      The Soul Collector was coming after me now, still saying nothing, but I could see the deadly glint in his eye. He carried a wicked-looking knife. The blade had to be at least eight inches long.

      Finally on my feet, I struggled through the snow toward a nearby tree. The road was too slick to run on, so now my only hope was to reach the treeline and hide from him until Sophia and Frank made it here.

      The Soul Collector paused, watching me flounder through the knee-deep drift. “Make it easy on yourself, spirit shaman, and stop.”

      I glanced at him, looking over my shoulder. There was a certain magnetism to his voice and I found myself pausing, not even understanding why I had stopped.

      “Come here. I’m not going to hurt you.” The words trickled like honey, wrapping around me with a soft embrace.

      Logically, I knew I had to move, to run, but my body wasn’t obeying. What the hell? And then I remembered. He was able to charm. He had lured Nancy in with the promise of Oxycontin.

      “The police are on their way! You can escape if you leave now.” My words were shaky, but I hoped he would believe me. If I could keep him talking for a couple minutes longer, Sophia should come racing down the road.

      “Come here,” he said again.

      And once again, my feet struggled to move on their own, my body ignoring my thoughts. “No, please. Just go. If you hurt me, you’re not going to get away with it. The cops know who you are.” I forced all of my will into resisting him. Silently calling on the Morrígan, I asked for her strength. Just give me strength. Give me the power to break free. Give me the strength to fight against him.

      There was a sudden shriek as a large crow came winging down into the night, aiming for his face. The Soul Collector tumbled back, trying to ward it off, and my feet were suddenly free again. I turned, heading for the stand of trees.

      In the distance, the whir of sirens grew closer.

      I reached the nearest tree and grabbed hold of the trunk, swinging behind it only to see the Soul Collector heading my way. He was large and strong enough to where he could easily break a trail through the snow, and he was faster than I was. Praying the sirens would get here before he reached me, I moved behind yet another tree, jamming my hat down over my ears to try to drown out his voice.

      “Come here. I order you to come here.”

      Once again, the impetus to obey swept over me. I prayed the crow would return to attack him again as I struggled against my body’s desire to follow orders.

      “You can hear the sirens,” I shouted. “You have time, but only if you leave now!”

      I closed my eyes, focusing all my will into getting out of his reach. But he moved in a blur and the next moment he was right in front of me. He grabbed hold of my wrist with one arm, swinging me in front of him and bringing the knife to my neck. He dragged me forward, toward the road, as Sophia and Frank, along with another two patrol cars, slowed to a halt on the icy road in front of us.

      “You’re my ticket out of here,” he whispered to me.

      “You might as well give it up. It’s no use—” I started to say, then realized he had nothing to lose. He could kill me right there and would be no worse off than he would be if he let me go, considering how many people he had already killed. “Maybe I can help you,” I said, struggling to think of something that would sound feasible.

      “Oh, you’re going to help me all, right. We’re going for a little drive.” He dragged me back to my car, standing behind me and walking backward as Sophia and Frank and the other officers got out of their vehicles.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Sophia said, in a loud, steady voice. “Let her go and everything will be all right.”

      “You think I buy that bullshit?” the Soul Collector said. “You know who I am. I know who you are. Are you just going to let me walk out of here if I let her go? I don’t think so.”

      “Don’t hurt her. It’s over. If you give in now, we’ll see that you get a fair trial.” Sophia was trying her best, but she wasn’t dealing with someone rational.

      “You’re going to let us drive out of here, and then I’ll drop her off when I’m on my way out of town.” Even as he said it, I could feel the lie beneath the words. He wouldn’t drop me off. At least, not alive.

      “Let’s do this so that nobody else gets hurt,” Sophia tried again. “What do you want?”

      “I want to get the hell out of here.” The Soul Collector tightened his grip around my neck as he dragged me with him. To me, he hissed, “Get your keys ready.”

      I thought quickly. I didn’t have my keys, but he didn’t know that. “They’re still in the car. In my purse, in the backseat.”

      “They are, are they? All right, we’ll just see about that.” To Sophia, he said, “Stop right where you are. If you don’t, I will slice her throat.”

      He would do it. I knew he would.

      There was nothing preventing him from killing me. No remorse, no worry about jail time. And then I realized he was prepared to die. And I was the hill he was prepared to die on. Necromancers knew what happened after death, and they weren’t necessarily afraid of that threshold. If he got agitated enough, Sophia would shoot him, but that didn’t matter. He knew there was a life after death, and he was fairly certain of what he was going to be doing in it.

      Panicked, and wishing he was an atheist, I scrambled through my thoughts, trying to think of something to turn this situation around. But I didn’t have the kind of magic he did. The spells that I could perform worked mostly over the dead, and he wasn’t there yet. I couldn’t shift form like Bryan, and while I would probably live a long, healthy life under normal circumstances, I wasn’t immortal and had nothing to protect me from accidents and mayhem.

      Please, Great Morrígan, do something.

      The next moment, several things happened, all at once.

      A loud noise to the side startled both the Soul Collector and me.

      As he jerked around, thankfully not dragging the knife across my throat, Trecht appeared at his side. The general reached out, grabbing hold of the Soul Collector’s hand holding the knife.

      The Soul Collector screamed, and even I could feel why. Trecht was burning his skin with his deathly chill. Cold as ice, cold as liquid nitrogen.

      Trecht dragged the Soul Collector’s hand away from my throat, the knife dropping to the ground. I stumbled forward, falling into the snow and rolling to the side. As I came up into a sitting position, I saw that the Soul Collector’s hand had turned ice blue, a trail of spiderweb veins appearing across his fingers. The veins glowed for a moment, as if they were boiling with the energy, and then his fingers and hand shattered into a thousand shards, littering the snow. A few drops of blood followed, but they froze before they hit the ground.

      The Soul Collector was screaming in earnest now, the trail of blue fire rolling up his arm. His clothes began to vaporize, turning into puffs of mist and floating away.

      The Soul Collector lunged forward, toward Trecht, his one good arm outstretched, and he started to chant:

      
        
        
        Soul to soul, I called thee forth,

        come to me, be my source.

        Soul to soul, mind to mind,

        your power now shall be mine.

        From thy husk, your soul shall flee,

        Unliving soul, belong to me.

      

        

      

      Trecht stared at him for a moment, then grabbed hold of him and threw him to the ground. He began to laugh, an unearthly laugh that chilled me. “Nice try, necromancer. But where’s your speaking skull? Without it, you hold no power over me.”

      Veronica’s words came back to me. The Soul Collector had to have a skull in order to trap the souls of the Unliving. Whether it was in his pack or he had left it somewhere, without the skull, he couldn’t do a thing toward Trecht and the Unliving.

      The Soul Collector stared up at Trecht, letting out a roar of anger and frustration. He pounded the snow with his one good hand. “You’re mine. You’re supposed to be mine.”

      “It’s so hard, not getting what you want. Isn’t it?” Trecht leaned over him, his eyes glowing with an unearthly light. “We don’t hold your kind in good esteem where I come from.” And then he let out a howl that filled the air. It was a summons, a call to action.

      I scrambled away, managing to stand up as Frank hurried forward to help me. He lifted me up and carried me over to where he and Sophia were standing.

      As we watched, several spirits materialized around the Soul Collector. They were corporeal, soldiers from Veronica’s Army of the Unliving. And Trecht was their general. He barked out an order in a language I didn’t understand and the spirits fell on the Soul Collector, shrouding him with their bodies.

      I felt queasy, watching the frenzy. It was like watching a school of sharks around a wounded fish. I wasn’t sure what they were doing, but they closed in on him, and one unearthly shriek came from the Soul Collector. Then everything was silent.

      Trecht walked over to us, ignoring Sophia and Frank. He focused on me.

      “He won’t be a problem any longer,” he said. “And Penelope will not be required to escort him over to the Veil. We’re taking him with us. He belongs to the dead now. He’s our lapdog, our footstool, our go-fer, if you will. He’s fed on so many souls of the Unliving that he’ll learn what it means to drain yourself dry for others. Trust me, he’ll pay a price greater than he would in any jail in your land.”

      At that, his soldiers stood back, and we could see the body of the Soul Collector splayed on the ground, bloodied beyond recognition. But I could also see his soul, standing there, in ghostly shackles, head down in humiliation.

      I turned back to Trecht. “What will you do with him?”

      Trecht gave me a gruesome smile. “Trust me, spirit shaman. You don’t want to know. And now, my duty to you is done. I bid you farewell, for now.”

      With that, he let out another call, raised one hand and motioned to his men. As he walked back to them they began to fade as a unit, and Trecht looked back to give me one last cunning smile before they vanished.

      As we stood there silent, I heard a noise from the nearby bushes. Bryan stepped out in his human form, carrying the limp form of a teenage girl. He had found Arnica.
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      Sophia rushed forward. “Is she still alive?”

      Bryan nodded, gently setting her down on the snow. “She’s hurt, she’s been stabbed a couple of times, but she seems to have gotten away before he could hit anything vital. She’s lost a lot of blood, though, so we need an ambulance.”

      I remembered something Ivy had done. I didn’t know if I could do it, but I pushed forward, kneeling beside the girl. I placed my hands on her side near her wounds and closed my eyes. Focusing all my energy into the words, I whispered the charm Ivy had used on Bryan when he had been shot.

      
        
        
        Charm, charm,

        Mute the harm,

        Still the blood,

        Slow the flood.

      

        

      

      I had no idea whether it would work, so I poured my focus into the energy, trying to slow the blood. Nothing happened.

      I brought my focus even narrower, trying to target the individual droplets.

      
        
        
        Charm, charm,

        Mute the harm,

        Still the blood,

        Slow the flood!

      

        

      

      I tensed, waiting. Then the flow of blood slowly turned to a trickle, dwindling until only a few drops oozed out.

      “How did you do that?” Sophia asked.

      “I don’t know, I just did what I saw my grandmother do.” I sat back, leaning against the snowbank, ignoring the chill that was running through my butt. In the distance we could hear the sirens of the ambulance. I glanced up at Bryan as he knelt beside me, pulling me into his arms.

      “That’s the second time that your life’s been on the line because I wasn’t around. I promise you, that will never happen again.”

      I stared into his eyes, then reached up and stroked his cheek.

      “You can’t be with me every second of every day. You needed to find her. And it all worked out. This arrangement… You being my guardian, me being the spirit shaman… It’s something we’ll have to figure out as we go along. There are going to be bumps in the road, and unexpected problems. We can’t escape chaos, because chaos is part of life. Even though I deal in death, I do so from the side of the living.”

      I turned to Sophia. “What are you going to put in your records about him?” I nodded toward the Soul Collector’s maimed body. “We don’t even know his real name.”

      “We’ll find out. And we’ll find his pack and wherever he was hiding out. I guess…he died the victim of an animal attack. While he was chasing his victim, he ran into a cougar or a wolf.”

      “I know that bothers you,” I said, feeling bad that she had to compromise her ethics.

      She shrugged, looking resigned. “Whisper Hollow has its own rules, and that goes doubly so for the police force. Why don’t you go home? It’s not even dawn yet. We’ll stay with Arnica, make sure she gets to the hospital, and then I’ll talk to her parents.”

      Grateful, relieved it was over, I let Bryan lead me back to the car. There was no sign of Trecht, and I didn’t expect to see him again. As we headed home, the snow started in again, swathing the night in a world of silent white flakes.
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      The next morning, Bryan, Juliana, Peggin, Deev, and I gathered around the kitchen table for waffles, bacon, and eggs. It was nearing noon. We had slept in and by the time we got up, everyone around was snowed in. We wouldn’t be going anywhere today.

      “What about Frith and Folly? I need to feed them,” Peggin said as we finished eating.

      “I’ll walk over and take care of them,” Deev said, giving her a kiss.

      “Bless you.”

      “I’ll take it out in trade later,” he said, giving her a lascivious grin.

      Peggin swatted him, laughing. “Good.” She turned to me. “Deev and I’ll do the dishes. You guys go in the living room and talk.”

      “Thanks,” I said, grateful. My phone rang just then. It was Sophia.

      “We found his lair, and his speaking skull. I don’t want that in the evidence bin. I don’t want to chance anybody else getting hold of it. Would you like to have it?” she said.

      I blinked. I really didn’t want it, but maybe I could give it a proper release, given the skull had belonged to a child he had murdered. “Bring it over when you get the chance. Ellia and I will release it to the earth.” I paused, then asked, “Did you find out his name?”

      “Yeah, his name is Linden Darcy. We’re sending a sample of his DNA to the FBI database. Maybe we can solve a number of cold cases and give a lot of parents the closure they need. But…no way can I release full knowledge of what he was to the general public. He’ll just be a crafty serial killer who finally tripped up. Until some true-crime writer decides to write a book about him.”

      After I got off the phone and relayed what Sophia had told me, Bryan, Juliana, and I headed into the living room. Juliana was quieter than I thought she’d be, but self-confident, and lovely, mirroring Bryan’s wheat-colored hair. She had his blue eyes, too.

      We snuggled up on the sofa, staring at the sparkling world outside the window. The snow was a good fifteen inches deep and Bryan had promised to shovel the walks. But for now, I wanted a chance to get to know the woman who would, for all intents and purposes, be my stepdaughter.

      “So…I have something to tell you, Dad. And you might as well know, too, Kerris, because in a way, I’m going to need guidance from both of you.” Juliana’s voice was light. I suspected she was a good singer.

      “What’s up?” Bryan asked. When he sat beside her, I could see the resemblance between them. And the pride in his voice when he introduced her had told me just how much they cared about one another.

      Juliana took a deep breath. “I had a dream last month. Dad…I’m supposed to be a guardian.” She stared at him, waiting.

      I blinked. “I thought all guardians were male, just like all spirit shamans are female?”

      She shrugged. “I dunno about that, but the Morrígan came to me and told me that I’m supposed to be a guardian. I don’t know when or how…I suspect it will be some time in the future, but I know it. Gut-deep.” She paused, then before Bryan could say anything, she added, “Which brings me to another piece of news.” She looked so nervous that I wanted to reach out and give her a hug.

      Bryan leaned forward, staring at her. “I think I might know what it is. You can tell me anything, Juliana.”

      Juliana licked her lips nervously. “All right. I’m gay, Dad. I’m a lesbian, and I think that somehow is going to play into me guarding a spirit shaman.” She blurted out the words, then stared at the floor.

      I glanced at Bryan, wondering how he would react. But to me, it made sense. Surely not every spirit shaman was straight.

      Bryan let out a deep breath and his pensive look broadened into a smile. “I thought so. I’ve suspected it for a long time. And you’re right, that very well may play into why you’re being called into guardianship. I’ll teach you what you need to know.”

      “And I’ll answer whatever questions I can about being a spirit shaman, so you don’t go in unprepared,” I said, reaching out to take her hand. “I hope you’ll be happy with your path in life. Fate doesn’t always give us an option, but sometimes, that’s okay.”

      Juliana ducked her head, smiling. “It feels right. You know? Like…like coming home.”

      “Like coming home,” I murmured, thinking that was exactly what I had done. “I understand that.”

      Just then, Peggin leaned in from around the kitchen archway. “Kerris, I just got a text from Tara Beth—the spirit shaman in Oregon. She said she’d love to talk to you and to give you her phone number.”

      “What’s this?” Bryan asked.

      “Peggin located that spirit shaman in Oregon. Tara Beth Knightwalker. I thought it might be a good idea to start reaching out to other spirit shamans, to form some sort of network. I don’t think that’s ever been done before, but given this is the age of the internet and instant communication, it seems helpful to know others of my kind. Especially since Grandma Lila couldn’t train me the way I should have been trained.”

      “That makes sense.” Bryan stretched, yawning. “Juliana, when you become a guardian, we’ll have to put the businesses into yet new hands. I suggest we start thinking of forming a trust to run them and we can just sit on the board of directors and check in now and then. I hadn’t expected you to follow in my footsteps this way, but I’m proud that my daughter will serve the Morrígan.” He looked happy about it, though.

      She laughed. “That sounds good to me. But until then, what say we go out for a walk in the snow?”

      I bowed out. “You two go. Take some time together. When you get back, we’ll make chicken soup for lunch and play games or watch a movie.”

      Assuring them I really didn’t want to go out in the snow, I waved them off on their walk. They decided to accompany Deev over to Peggin’s to feed the ferrets. As I closed the door behind them, it occurred to me we were all becoming a family.

      And speaking of families, I hurried to check on the felines who were occupying my hall bathroom. Mama kitty looked quite comfortable and at home, curled in the nest of towels. The kittens were tumbling around over her, and Frost ran up to me, leaping up to cling to my jeans.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait in here until we can plow the driveway to take you to the vet, but you all seem content.” I slid down on the floor and glanced up as Peggin slipped in the door to join me. “Hey.”

      “Hey, I cleaned the cat boxes—all of them—this morning and fed everybody.” She picked up one of the kittens that tumbled onto her lap. “Hello, little one. You know, I know who would love one of these babies.”

      “Who?”

      “Your grandfather, Aidan. He loves your cats. I’ve seen it every time he’s over.”

      “Really? I never noticed.” I kissed Frost on the head. “I’ll ask him.”

      After we played with the cats for a while, we went back to the living room. Peggin decided to read, so I went up to my altar room and settled down on the bench in front of my altar. I stared at the Morrígan’s statue for a moment, then lowered my head, wondering what I was going to say.

      My birthday was coming up in a few days and I would be thirty-two years old. I was engaged to a man I loved, I had good friends and finally—family I loved. And I had a job that dragged me into the shadows to dance with death and then spun me back into the world again. Everything had changed in the past few months and it had changed for the better. But what I wanted to say was more than all that.

      Finally, the words began to flow, pouring out from deep in my heart.

      “Blessed Morrígan, I want to thank you. Thank you for choosing me to be your emissary. Thank you for making me walk the dread ways of the dead. Thank you for all you’ve brought into my life. In this dark, shadowed world, I now have a family of friends, I have someone to love—and who loves me. And I have a purpose. I ask you to lead me deeper into your world of shadow and spread your raven wings to embrace me. Strengthen my powers, and teach me to use them wisely.”

      As I looked up, staring at the altar, I felt someone behind me. I didn’t have to turn. I knew who it was. Grandma Lila sat down beside me on the bench. She gazed at me with tender eyes, and held out her hand. I laid my fingers on hers—unable to touch her, for she was a Guide, not one of the Unliving—but I could still feel her soothing love. It poured out from her spirit, surrounding me with a grace and peace I had never before felt.

      “I’m proud of you, Kerris. There are so many challenges ahead, but you’ve done so much. I love you and I’ll do what I can to help you.”

      We sat like that, in silence, as outside the snow continued to fall, shrouding the dark, romantic world that was Whisper Hollow. The world that was my home.
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      Return with me to Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. Enter the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow. If you liked this book, but haven’t read books 1 and 2, AUTUMN THORNS and SHADOW SILENCE, are available now. There will be more to come.

      Come run with The Wild Hunt. Darker urban fantasy/paranormal romance, the first nine books are out: THE SILVER STAG, OAK & THORNS, IRON BONES, A SHADOW OF CROWS, THE HALLOWED HUNT, THE SILVER MIST, WITCHING HOUR, WITCHING BONES, A SACRED MAGIC. , and THE ETERNAL RETURN. Book 11—SUN BROKEN—is available for preorder now. There will be more to come after that.

      I invite you to visit Fury’s world. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Books 1-5 are available now in the Fury Unbound Series : FURY RISING, FURY’S MAGIC, FURY AWAKENED, FURY CALLING, and FURY’S MANTLE.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a mystical island. BEWITCHING BEDLAM, MAUDLIN’S MAYHEM, SIREN’S SONG, WITCHES WILD, CASTING CURSES, BEDLAM CALLING: A BEWITCHING BEDLAM ANTHOLOGY, BLOOD MUSIC, BLOOD VENGEANCE, TIGER TAILS, and Bubba’s origin story—THE WISH FACTOR—are available. Book six—DEMON’S DELIGHT—is coming in February!

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of The Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. The series is complete with NIGHT MYST, NIGHT VEIL, NIGHT SEEKER, NIGHT VISION, NIGHT’S END, and NIGHT SHIVERS.

      If you like cozies with teeth, try my Chintz ‘n China paranormal mysteries. The series is complete with: GHOST OF A CHANCE, LEGEND OF THE JADE DRAGON, MURDER UNDER A MYSTIC MOON, A HARVEST OF BONES, ONE HEX OF A WEDDING, and a wrap-up novella: HOLIDAY SPIRITS.

      The last Otherworld book—BLOOD BONDS—is available now.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Biography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases.
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      Kerris and Her Friends:

      
        	Kerris Fellwater: Spirit shaman and daughter of the Morrígan.

        	Bryan Tierney: Shapeshifter (wolf). Guardian and mate of Kerris Fellwater.

        	Dr. Divine: Steampunk artist whose inventions and art come to life at times.

        	Peggin Sanderson: Kerris’s best friend. Medical receptionist. Charmer.

        	Puck: The town playboy. Half-human, half-incubus.

      

      Members of the Crescent Moon Society:

      
        	Clinton Brady: Owner of the Fogwhistle Pub.

        	Ellia Volkov: A lament singer, whose hands can send a person into madness.

        	Frank O’Conner: Police officer.

        	Gareth Zimmer: A “fixer” who solves problems the cops can’t touch.

        	Ivy Primrose: Kerris’s paternal grandmother. Wolf shapeshifter and witch.

        	Michael Brannon: Co-owner of the Broom & Thistle Coffee Shop. Excellent swordsman.

        	Nadia Freemont: Owner of the Mossy Rock Steakhouse

        	Nathan Pajari: Tonya’s husband. Retired military man. Excellent hunter.

        	Niles Vandyke: Owner of the garage where the Crescent Moon Society meets.

        	Oriel Woodbury: The “Heart” of Whisper Hollow. Connected to the Great Mother. Owns a boardinghouse.

        	Prague Helgath: Owns the Herbs & Essences Apothecary. Herbalist.

        	Starlight Williams: Socialite. Witch. Runs the Crescent Moon Society.

        	Tonya Pajari: A carpenter and fortune-teller. Loyal to her friends.

        	Trevor Riverstone: Owner of the Vintage Bookshop.

      

      Spirits of the Morrígan:

      
        	The Crow Man: The Crow Man is an elemental spirit, much like Coyote, who walks before the Morrígan announcing her presence. He’s a messenger of the gods.

      

      Denizens of the Dead:

      
        	Penelope: The Gatekeeper, Penelope is Ellia’s sister, and Magda’s daughter. In 1941, Magda killed her in a gruesome way, and Penelope became the Gatekeeper. Her tomb is found near the Pest House Cemetery.

        	Trecht: The general of Veronica’s army. Also, her lover.

        	Veronica, Queen of the Unliving: A powerful spirit of the dead who can command lesser dead to her side. She’s both physical and yet can be noncorporeal. She’s fickle, and out for her own agenda.

      

      Spirits of Whisper Hollow:

      
        	Diago, the Scuffler Under the Bed: Diago is a spirit/creature who feeds on the energy of those who are hanging between life and death. He lives in the thicket across from the hospital.

        	The Girl in the Window: One of the Bean Nighe, the Girl in the Window is a portent of doom and change. If you see her, make sure your affairs are in order.

      

      Spirits of the Forest:

      
        	The Grey Man: Thought to be alien in nature, the Grey Men are occasionally seen in the forests of Whisper Hollow. They are vicious and sadistic, and thought to eat human flesh.

        	The Lady (The Lady of the Lake): The Lady of the Lake lures people to their deaths in her inky darkness, and often keeps their bodies with her. Not much is known about her.

        	The Lake Monster: Nessie’s cousin, found in Crescent Lake. Not associated with the Lady.

        	The Lightning Boy: Once a young man who lived in Whisper Hollow, he was struck by a bolt of lightning and transformed into a spirit who guards the Katega Campground.

        	Sasquatch/Bigfoot: Nobody quite knows whether Sasquatch is native to the planet, but he’s volatile and can be dangerous or playful.

        	The Walker of the Woods: A spirit of mist and vapor whose appearance foretells strange happenings and events.
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      I write to music quite often, and each book will have a playlist that fits the mood of the book. For The Phantom Queen, this is the list of songs I listened to:

      
        	A.J. Roach: Devil May Dance

        	Air: Moon Fever; Surfing on a Rocket

        	Airstream: Electra

        	Android Lust: Here and Now

        	Black Angels, The: Indigo Meadow

        	Bob Seger & the Silver Bullet Band: Old Time Rock & Roll

        	Bobbie Gentry: Ode to Billie Joe

        	Brandon & Derek Fiechter: Night Fairies; Troll Bridge; Black Wolf’s Inn; Naiad River; Mushroom Woods

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Death Cab For Cutie: I Will Possess Your Heart

        	Dizzi: Dizzi Jig; Dance of the Unicorns

        	DJ Shah: Mellomaniac

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being (Original Edit)

        	Eels: Souljacker, Part 1

        	Fats Domino: I Want to Walk You Home

        	Flight of the Hawk: Bones

        	Garbage: #1 Crush; I Think I’m Paranoid; Queer; Only Happy When it Rains

        	Gary Numan: Dead Heaven; Down in the Park; Petals

        	Godsmack: Sundown

        	Gordon Lightfoot: Sundown

        	Gotye: Somebody That I Used To Know

        	Jay Price: Dark-Hearted Man; The Devil’s Bride; Coming For You Baby

        	Jeannie C. Riley: Harper Valley P.T.A.

        	Jessica Bates: The Hanging Tree

        	Johnny Otis: Willy and the Hand Jive

        	Lady Gaga: I Like It Rough

        	Ladytron: Black Cat; Ghosts; I’m Not Scared

        	Loreena McKennitt: The Mummer’s Dance; All Souls Night

        	Low with tomandandy: Half Light

        	Mark Lanegan: Gray Goes Black; Phantasmagoria Blues

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Morcheeba: Even Though

        	Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds: Red Right Hand

        	Nirvana: Lake of Fire

        	The Pierces: Secret

        	PJ Harvey: The Words That Maketh Murder; In the Dark Places; Bitter Branches; Good Fortune

        	Rachel Diggs: Hands of Time

        	Rue du Soleil: We Can Fly; Le Francaise; Wake Up Brother; Blues Du Soleil

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know; Dime Western

        	Snow Patrol: The Lightning Strike

        	Sweet Talk Radio: We All Fall Down

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming

        	Tingstad & Rumbel: Chaco

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Verve, The: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Voxhaul Broadcast: You Are the Wilderness

        	Zero 7: In the Waiting Line
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      New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of more than sixty-five books, including the Wild Hunt Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the Bewitching Bedlam Series, the Indigo Court Series, and the Otherworld Series, among others. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine.

      Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Indie Releases Currently Available:

      

      The Wild Hunt Series:

      The Silver Stag

      Oak & Thorns

      Iron Bones

      A Shadow of Crows

      The Hallowed Hunt

      The Silver Mist

      Witching Hour

      Witching Bones

      A Sacred Magic

      The Eternal Return

      Sun Broken

      

      Whisper Hollow Series:

      Autumn Thorns

      Shadow Silence

      The Phantom Queen

      

      Bewitching Bedlam Series:

      Bewitching Bedlam

      Maudlin’s Mayhem

      Siren’s Song

      Witches Wild

      Casting Curses

      Demon’s Delight

      Bedlam Calling: A Bewitching Bedlam Anthology

      The Wish Factor (a prequel short story)

      Blood Music (a prequel novella)

      Blood Vengeance (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      Tiger Tails (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      

      Fury Unbound Series:

      Fury Rising

      Fury’s Magic

      Fury Awakened

      Fury Calling

      Fury’s Mantle

      

      Indigo Court Series:

      Night Myst

      Night Veil

      Night Seeker

      Night Vision

      Night’s End

      Night Shivers

      Indigo Court Books, 1-3: Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker (Boxed Set)

      Indigo Court Books, 4-6: Night Vision, Night’s End, Night Shivers (Boxed Set)

      

      Otherworld Series:

      Moon Shimmers

      Harvest Song

      Blood Bonds

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 1

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 2

      For the rest of the Otherworld Series, see website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Chintz ‘n China Series:

      Ghost of a Chance

      Legend of the Jade Dragon

      Murder Under a Mystic Moon

      A Harvest of Bones

      One Hex of a Wedding

      Holiday Spirits

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 1 – 3: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under A Mystic Moon

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 4-6: A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, Holiday Spirits

      

      Bath and Body Series (originally under the name India Ink):

      Scent to Her Grave

      A Blush With Death

      Glossed and Found

      

      Misc. Short Stories/Anthologies:

      Once Upon a Kiss (short story: Princess Charming)

      Once Upon a Curse (short story: Bones)

      

      Magickal Nonfiction:

      Embracing the Moon

      Tarot Journeys
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