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      This is the last in the Chintz ‘n China series. I decided I wanted to give a little glimpse into their future, and into what they’re all doing. I hope you enjoy the story!

      Thanks to my usual crew: Samwise, my husband, Andria and Jennifer—without their help, I’d be swamped. To the women who have helped me find my way in indie, you’re all great, and thank you to everyone. To Kate Danley in particular, for running our author sprints that have helped me regain my focus in this current pandemic.

      Also, my love to my furbles, who keep me happy. My most reverent devotion to Mielikki, Tapio, Ukko, Rauni, and Brighid, my spiritual guardians and guides. My love and reverence to Herne, and Cernunnos, and to the Fae, who still rule the wild places of this world. And a nod to the Wild Hunt, which runs deep in my magick, as well as in my fiction.

      You can find me through my website at Galenorn.com and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to keep updated on all my latest releases! You can find my advice on writing, discussions about the books, and general ramblings on my YouTube channel. If you liked this book, I’d be grateful if you’d leave a review—it helps more than you can think.

      

      March, 2021

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Chiqetaw

          

        

      

    

    
      Time has moved on in Chiqetaw. Seven years have passed since we last saw Emerald and her family, and life has changed. Emerald is now 45, and Joe is 35. While Chiqetaw remains a quirky little town, the Chintz ‘n China Tea Shop is now an internet café. Miranda’s a graduate student and Kip’s just graduated high school. Emerald and Joe have settled into a new normal after an accident has completely altered their life together. Though the ghosts have been plentiful and always present, all has been quiet on the mystery front.

      But when they visit Harlow and James’s new home up near Mount Baker, Emerald literally stumbles over an old well that leads her into an old mystery surrounding the tragic death of a child. A strange and dangerous creature near the area may have been involved with the death, and now she fears that if it’s not destroyed, Harlow, James, and their daughter Eileen will be in danger of history repeating itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood at the sink, staring out over the yard. The dishes were in the dishwasher, I had taken out the garbage, and every surface sparkled. I had been cleaning a lot lately—it kept my mind occupied. I had buried myself in busy-work so that I wouldn’t focus on the events of the past six months. I still was somewhat in shock, but the numbness was wearing off. At some point I’d adjust to my new reality and learn to live with it.

      “Emerald?” Joe’s voice echoed from the living room.

      I glanced back outside. It was July, and a warm July at that. Life in western Washington didn’t include much sun, but I usually welcomed the gloom, enjoying the rainswept days. Now, however, I was grateful for the sun, even if it didn’t match my mood.

      “I’m coming,” I shouted back. Then, biting my lip, I turned. The table was filled with boxes and strapping tape, waiting for me to put together and fill. The upcoming move was hard to face. The thought of leaving the house where I’d built a new life for myself and my kids, where I’d fallen in love with a man who treated me like a queen, brought me to tears.

      But sometimes, life throws you a curve and you have no choice but to adapt. And I was standing smack in the middle of a crossroads.
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        * * *

      

      Joe was frowning, staring in frustration at one of the bookshelves. “How many times do I have to ask Kip not to put my laptop on the top shelf? He knows I can’t balance well enough to get it down from there.”

      I bit my lip, wanting to defend my son, but Joe was right. Kip knew better, but even though he had grown into a fine young man, he was still only eighteen years old. He was driven by hormones and the lack of consideration that most eighteen-year-olds had. He was a good kid, but flighty at times.

      “I’ll get it for you,” I said, stepping between Joe’s wheelchair and the bookcase. “I think he put it there so the cats wouldn’t walk on it.” I reached up on tiptoe and lifted it off of the shelf. It was still plugged in and I glanced at the screen. “It’s updating and he probably didn’t want them interrupting the process. Do you still want it?”

      Joe frowned, looking like he wanted to grumble some more, but then he just shrugged. “I’ll use my tablet till it’s ready.”

      I replaced it on a lower shelf where Joe could reach it. As I turned back to him, my heart sank. Our lives had been changed so much by the course of one accident. One mistake…that’s all it took. One misstep. One mistake. One bad piece of luck. That’s all it ever took for anyone to be facing a brand-new normal.

      “Do you want some lunch?” I asked, forcing myself to smile.

      He took my hand. “Not just yet. I thought we could talk about the move. I know you’re unhappy.”

      I caught my breath. Had I been so obvious? But over the years since we had first met, he had come to read me like a book. I debated trying to bluff my way through the conversation, but I owed it to him to be honest. Sitting down in the rocking chair, I patted my lap as Nigel padded past. The little fluffball bounced up on my lap, still spry, though all the cats had slowed down a little since the first day I brought them home.

      “You’re half-right. I will miss the house. But there’s no way to make it work for you, and I love you far more than I love the house. I’m just still…adapting to everything.” I didn’t apologize for my feelings. Joe and I had already been through that whole tangled mess of me apologizing and making him feel guilty, and the entire buttload of baggage that comes when life hits hard and leaves you reeling. “I have a lot of memories here, but at least we’ll be next door. Well, in another six months.”

      Joe and I had bought the lot next door around seven years ago, and now I was grateful that we had. We had commissioned a new house to be built on it, one that would meet all our needs. We’d already agreed to sell this house to Jimbo and Murray, who had finally tied the knot. They were fostering two teenagers and needed a bigger home than either of them owned.

      The upsides were that my best friend would be living next door to me, and we had the land to build on. The downside was that, until our new home was done, we had to move into an apartment. It was on the bottom floor of the building, and it was disability-friendly, but we’d have to store most of our possessions. The apartment was small, and our move-out date was in three weeks.

      “Are you sure that’s everything?” he asked.

      I ducked my head, smiling. “Joe, I love you. Nothing’s going to change that. And when I think about how close I came to losing you… As long as we have each other, we can face whatever comes our way.”

      I stood, leaning down to give him a kiss. “Nanna has been helping me through it, too. She’s been around a lot more since you were injured.” My grandmother’s ghost was a permanent fixture in my life, a fact for which I was infinitely grateful. She was the one I had inherited my psychic powers from. “And who knows, maybe we’ll be so in love with the new house, it won’t matter anymore!”

      With that, I handed him his tablet and returned to the kitchen to bake up a batch of cookies. Chocolate always made everything so much easier.
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        * * *

      

      So, I’m Emerald O’Brien, and I’m considered the town witch. Oh, there are more witches in town than just me, but I’m the best known. I kept my last name when I married Joe because of the children, and by now I was so used to it that it didn’t make sense to change it. Joe was ten years younger than me and he hadn’t minded a bit.

      I’m the owner of the Chintz ‘n China Internet Café. It used to be the Chintz ‘n China Tea Shop, but as the years wore on, I changed with the times. I still sold teapots and teacups, but most of my business came from expanding the food service side and adding a full-service barista bar, along with free wi-fi. I still read tarot cards for my customers. In fact, that side of my business had picked up dramatically and I was branching out into offering my services for house blessings, house cleansings, and personal charm and talisman making.

      I’ve always been psychic, but as I aged, those gifts blossomed out even more. It had been daunting at first, but now I was grateful. Joe was on permanent disability—which compensated him about 70 percent of what he had been making—and I had been able to boost my business enough to take up the slack. So, life had moved on, and so had we, and everything around seemed to be caught up in a whirlwind of change.
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        * * *

      

      I had just finished making the cookies when my phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID, smiling when I saw Harlow’s name. It had been awhile since we had gotten together—though when Joe had been hurt, she had come out to stay with me—and I missed her. We texted, but there weren’t enough hours in the day to really have a heart-to-heart.

      “Hey, lady, what’s up?” I put her on speaker phone while I loaded a saucer with five of the cookies and sat down at the table.

      “Lordy, it’s been a long time since we’ve had a chance to talk.” She paused, letting out a long sigh. “I’ve been run ragged lately. I finally finished my newest book, yesterday I managed to get Eileen off to summer camp, and James is supposed to be home tomorrow from his assignment in Africa.”

      Harlow’s husband James was a photographer who traveled all over the world. Harlow—named after Jean Harlow—had been a supermodel in her younger days, but she had been smart, saving all her money for when her time on the catwalk ended. She had owned a gym for a while, but sold it, and now she was writing books—romances that did very well. Harlow and James had moved away a year ago to a house in Glacier, a barebones hole-in-the-road town sitting on the edge of the Snoqualmie Forest, a short trip from Mount Baker.

      Everyone in my life had been going through changes and it felt like we were all caught in a whirlwind, which I hoped would eventually settle down.

      “Congrats on the new book,” I said. Harlow was making a good living as a novelist—she had chosen the indie route, and her business sense had stood her in good stead as the publishing industry floundered. “When does it come out?”

      “In a month. I sent it to the editor last night.” She hesitated, then asked, “How’s Joe?”

      I slid out from the table and peeked through the archway. Joe was busy on the computer—apparently it had finished updating—and was engrossed in whatever he was doing. I returned to my seat and popped a cookie in my mouth.

      “He’s all right,” I said around the melting chocolate chips. “He gets frustrated, but that’s normal. He’s adapting better than I hoped. It’s finally settling in, though, that this is permanent.” I finished off the cookie and bit into another one. I was pushing size sixteen by now, but I didn’t really care as long as I could still hike around the mountains, keep up with my work, and do what I loved. Since Joe had been hurt, I had turned to food for a lot of comfort and while I knew it wasn’t necessarily the best decision, it was a hell of a lot better than booze or other intoxicants.

      “I know what you’re going through, to an extent,” Harlow said. “But I called to ask if you and Joe would like to come stay for a week, starting this weekend? We haven’t seen each other in ages, and James wanted to talk to Joe about some business idea he has. With Eileen off at camp, and your two out of the nest, we don’t really have to worry about anything. Can you get someone to cover the shop for you?”

      I was about to say no, but then I stopped. A vacation might be what we needed. It would give us time to get away from the hassles and frustrations that seemed to be plaguing us every step of the way.

      “Let me ask Joe and I’ll get back to you, but that sounds divine to me. I’ll call you right back.” I punched the end talk button and headed into the living room.

      “Hey, Harlow just called,” I said.

      Joe hit the enter key and then looked up at me with a smile. “What did she have to say? Everyone all right?”

      “Yes. James gets home tomorrow from Africa. She wants to know if we’d like to come up for the week, starting this weekend. James apparently wants to talk to you about some business idea, and Harlow and I haven’t seen each other since…” I paused, automatically biting my tongue.

      “Since I was hurt, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, since then.”

      “What do you think? Can you get away?”

      “Cinnamon can handle the shop,” I said. Cinnamon had started out as a waitress, and after she got her accounting degree I had invited her to become a partner. She owned 25 percent of the business in exchange for helping to manage it, and taking care of the books. We had expanded, hired several waitresses, and because of the updates and the free wi-fi, we had survived the economic downturn fairly well. “So, you don’t mind going?”

      “I think it would do us good,” Joe said. “I’d like that.”

      Beaming, I kissed him again. “Thank you. I’m actually looking forward to it.”

      As I headed back into the kitchen, I texted Harlow, reminding her that if they had steps, Joe would need a ramp. Even though he was an ambulatory wheelchair user—meaning he could walk for a short distance on good days—I had no desire to take him to yet another place that would present us with accessibility issues. Our eyes had been opened all too wide to the obstacles that disabled customers faced in so many places .

      As she texted back an excited yay and the promise that their new house wouldn’t be a problem for Joe, a wary feeling washed over me. Frowning—I had learned to trust my premonitions—I pulled out my cards and sat down at the table, shuffling them as I focused on the question, What do I need to know about the trip?

      I pulled five cards—one for the energy of the trip, one for my main focus, one for what I was doing right, one for things to be cautious of, and the last was energy that would factor into the trip but wasn’t necessarily involved with me personally.

      The first card was the Princess of Cups. I stared it for a moment. Suddenly, almost out of earshot, I could hear a little girl crying so hard that it sent shivers up my spine and I instantly thought of Eileen. But Eileen was off at summer camp. Concerned, I turned over the second card.

      The Death card came up as my main focus for the trip. Death in the tarot usually meant major change, but in all my years reading the cards, I had come to the realization that sometimes—on rare occasions—the Death card meant actual death. However, given the transformations Joe and I were going through, I decided the usual meaning applied. So the trip would help put us at ease with the changes we were having to make.

      The third card was the Ace of Disks. While it often referred to a new job and the fountain of wealth, it also indicated change of abode. Not only would the trip be a change of scenery, but I felt the card referred to our new house, as well. Everything would work out, and this trip should give me the peace of mind to accept the changes.

      The fourth card—what I needed to be cautious of—was the Ten of Swords, which I read as chaos and danger. I tried to pick up on what it could be, but everything felt nebulous and questionable. The energy was strong, though, so I filed it under W for Warning, and decided to just be prepared for the unexpected. Hell, maybe I’d encounter a bear out there—or a mountain lion.

      The last card was the High Priestess, which usually referred to psychic abilities, intuition, and magic. As the outcome card, it usually meant that I was entering a period of intense psychic and magical work. And given how much stress I had been under lately, the thought was both nerve-racking and also welcome.

      After writing down the reading in my tarot journal, I folded the cards and tucked them back into their velvet bag. Even though I was excited at the thought of seeing Harlow, there was an foreboding to the coming vacation that made me feel uneasy, though I couldn’t pinpoint why. I grabbed another cookie, made myself a quad-shot mocha, and decided to go sit in the garden for a while to meditate and—hopefully—relax.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, I called Murray and told her about our trip. “Can you feed the cats for me?”

      “Of course,” she said. She was quiet for a moment and I could tell there was something on her mind.

      “What’s going on? I can sense you’re upset.”

      “You reading my mind again, O’Brien?” she asked, but she didn’t correct me.

      I waited. Murray was a taciturn woman, but she’d open up when she was ready. She had been chief of police for the past five years, and the job weighed heavily on her shoulders at times. She had always seemed both proud of her achievement and unnerved by it.

      “We lost Lane today. I just had to tell his wife.”

      The words echoed in my brain. “Oh, Murray.” I wasn’t that familiar with Ted Lane, but I knew he had a family and several kids. I had met him and his wife at an open house that Murray and Jimbo threw two years ago. The Lanes had been an agreeable couple, though I doubted we were ever destined to be good friends. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

      “Just asking helps…” She paused. Murray was usually a lot quieter than me—or Harlow—but she always came through. “Would you be able to make me a batch of that chamomile blend that you brew?”

      I nodded, then—realizing she couldn’t see me—I promised to blend up a batch and drop it off the next day. After a moment, I added, “We’ll be moving out after we get back. I dread living in an apartment, but…when it’s done, we’ll have a gorgeous new home that Joe can fully use.”

      “Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?” Sometimes Murray could be blunt and to the point. “Em, I know you’re having trouble with this, but you have to grieve and then get on board. You have to face facts: your life has changed. It will never be what it was. What’s the hardest part about moving for you?”

      I thought for a moment. When Murray called me out on something, I had learned to listen. We were good for each other that way. I was a bit more of an enabler, but when I saw her making a mistake, I pointed it out to her, too.

      What did bother me about moving? It wasn’t like this was the house I’d grown up in, or the house I’d had Miranda and Kip in, even though they’d grown up here for the most part. So what was bothering me so much?

      “Well, Miranda and Kip grew up here. I’ll miss those memories.”

      “Yes, but you’ll always have those memories. And you’ll be next door, on a bigger lot in a brand-new house. Also, it’s not like you’re selling the house to a stranger. I’m buying it. You know we’ll take care of it.”

      I worried my lip. “I know you will. I guess…everything’s changing at once, Murray. Kip will be gone by next week. He got the job with Nintendo, so he’s moving down to Redmond to live with three other young men in a condo. They’ll all be working in the same division. So my baby…well…he’s not a baby anymore. I didn’t think I’d fall for empty nest syndrome, but…”

      Miranda had moved out when she was eighteen too. She had graduated from high school a year early and started college when she was seventeen, but I wouldn’t let her move to the dorms until she was eighteen. Now, she was a grown woman. At twenty-two, Randa had just finished her first year of graduate school at the University of Washington. Much to my surprise, she had come out some years ago and was engaged to an equally quirky but wonderful woman named Chess.

      So…we really were empty nesters. Seven years ago, Joe and I had tried to get pregnant, but that had come to a screeching halt when the doctor gave us the news that I was headed into perimenopause and my body was no longer producing enough eggs to even give us a good chance at having another child. So we talked about it, and decided that IVF wasn’t an option, given how hard it could be on the body and how expensive. And while we loved the idea of adoption, we decided that we’d just accept that it was going to be the two of us. We didn’t regret the decision.

      “With the accident, and having to move, and my children are grown up, everything feels like it’s hitting at once. I’m overwhelmed.” I let out a sigh, realizing that all I wanted to do was cry.

      “I can hear it in your voice. I think the week at Harlow’s will do you good. Just breathe…take a lot of walks in the fresh air, and let everything settle.” She paused and I could hear someone in the office with her. “I have to go, but I’ll see you later.”

      I said good-bye and decided I might as well wash up the dishes I had used for making the cookies. As I picked up the sponge, I realized these were the probably the last cookies I was going to bake in this house. And with that, I burst into tears, crying as silently as I could, while I washed the dishes and wondered if I was going a little crazy.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I headed down to the Chintz ‘n China, where Cinnamon was waiting for me. She had come a long way from the young woman whose boyfriend had been tossed into jail, leaving her high and dry to fend for herself and three little toddlers. Now thirty, she had put herself through accounting school while working for me, and she and her three children were thriving.

      “Yo, Emerald! How are you doing?” Cinnamon was going through purchase orders. We were waiting on a new order of china to come in from England.

      Even though I had kept the shop relevant—we offered free wi-fi, served a variety of coffee drinks along with tea, and we had branched out into serving bistro food as well as just pastries and sandwiches—I still had a wall of teapots and china cups for sale.

      I asked Fred, one of our baristas, to make me a quad-shot mocha, then heated up a cheddar sausage muffin and carried them over to the table in the corner where Cinnamon was sitting. We had an office, but during the early morning, we liked working in the main shop where we could watch the people go by.

      In seven years, Chiqetaw had grown. We now had a Traymart—a massive superstore—on the outskirts of the city, and instead of five thousand people in the town, we had around eight thousand. But the pace of the town was still leisurely, and I stared out the window, grateful I lived here. The sun was out, sparkling down on the city streets.

      “We’re in for a warm summer,” I said, sitting down next to Cinnamon.

      “Um hmm, I think so too.” She paused, then a smile broke out on her face. “You want some good news?”

      “I’d love some good news,” I said, biting into my sandwich.

      “Sales are up the past quarter, and we’re ahead on loan payments for the expansion.” She pushed a sheet of numbers over to me and I glanced over them, surprised by how well we were doing.

      “You’re right, those are good figures. And they’ve been holding steady for the last three months. Let’s hope the third quarter looks as good. I’d like to give the waiters a raise if we can.” I tried to pay my employees a decent wage. The cost of living had hit Chiqetaw like just about every other town, though we were still a far cry from Seattle’s prices.

      I took a long swig of my mocha, then said, “Can you run the shop next week? Joe and I want to go visit Harlow for the week.”

      Cinnamon nodded. “It would do you both good to get away. Go on, take as much time as you need. I can handle it.”

      Grateful to work with someone I could trust, I glanced at the clock. It was nearly nine, and my first tarot client was scheduled for nine-thirty. I signed off on the payroll checks, then told Cinnamon I’d be back in fifteen minutes.

      The Herb ‘n Leaf shop was a magical supply shop. They had opened about three years back, and the owners were eclectic witches. They sent a lot of clients my way for tarot readings, and in turn, I recommended them as often as I could.

      Merry, one of the owners, waved as I came in. “We just got a new batch of crystals. My husband checked out the company and they practice ethical mining. I have a piece that you will love.”

      I had just intended on buying the herbs I needed for Murray’s tea, but at the word “crystals” my ears perked up. “Oh? I’d like to see.”

      I followed her into the back room. “I can’t stay long. Can you fill this order and drop it over to the shop today? Or I can pick it up after I leave work.”

      She glanced over the herbs. “I’ll ask Pauline to bring these by the shop as soon as she can this morning. Here it is,” she said, stopping at a table where there were a number of crystal balls, along with crystal points. I had a beautiful crystal ball a friend named Maeve had given me, a year before she passed, and I didn’t feel the need for another. But one of the spikes was just humming with energy, so loud I thought I could actually hear it.

      “That one—that’s the one you wanted me to look at, isn’t it?” I pointed to the four-inch quartz spike. It was fractured inside in so many places that it looked like a spider had built a web inside.

      “I thought you’d be able to pick it out!” Merry broke into a wide grin. “I wasn’t even going to set it on the shelf till you had a chance to look at it, because every time I held it, I could hear your name.”

      I nodded, picking up the crystal. A shiver of energy rolled through my body, and the budding headache I’d had vanished. “I love this. How much?”

      “I’ll give you what would be wholesale price—$24.”

      I smiled, not wanting to set the crystal down. “I’ll take it. But I’m not paying you wholesale. What’s the retail price?”

      Merry hemmed and hawed but finally said, “If I put that baby on the shelf, I’d be charging $60 for it.”

      “Add it to the bill for the herbs, please. I really do have to run.” I winked at her. “You were right. There’s no way I would leave that here, chancing it might sell. Can I take it with me?”

      She nodded. “Go! Read for your client. I’ll send Pauline over as soon as she’s put together your order.” She shooed me off and I jogged back up the street to the Chintz ‘n China, just in time to meet my client.
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        * * *

      

      Two readings later and I was already regretting that I had booked two more. The first client had been easy enough. Joe’s aunt, Margaret Files, was twenty-five years older than Joe’s mother, who had been a menopause baby. Margaret had just turned eighty-five and we had thrown her a fantastic birthday party. She had been coming to me for readings since before I met Joe, and we had always gotten along.

      But my second client had been another matter. In the 1980s, Lani Wilson would have been called a soccer mom. But for all intents and purposes, she was pretty much just an upper-class Bellingham social climber, who was entitled enough to think that she shouldn’t pay for my services because she didn’t like the answer I gave her. I had ceased being a pushover years ago, thanks in part to Joe, who encouraged me to stand up for myself.

      While I let Lani leave with her money, I also gave her a firm warning that she was persona non grata in my shop. I didn’t usually refund readings unless I actually couldn’t read the cards right, but I didn’t like Lani and I didn’t want her money.

      I had a break until one, when I had booked my third reading, so I wandered over to the grill and put in an order for a turkey sandwich and a bowl of tomato soup. At that moment, Pauline darted into the shop.

      “I have your order here,” she said, holding out the bag of herbs.

      “Let me get my purse.” I ducked into the back and set the herbs down by the crystal on my desk. I pulled out four twenties, retrieved enough to pay for the herbs and crystals, and returned to the main shop. I was just about to hand her the money when the bells on the shop door jangled and I looked up to see someone I thought I’d never see again.

      Roy. My ex-husband. I hadn’t seen him in six years, since he moved to California to pursue life as a high-powered software mogul.

      I absently handed Pauline the money and murmured a thank-you before I moved around her to slowly approach him. He was older and looked tired, his strawberry-blond hair was thinning, and his once-trim waistline had definitely expanded by a few inches.

      Roy had been an abusive husband, a rotten father, and an all-around miserable human being, but for a while, it looked like he was going to try to put things right. He had gotten himself into rehab after I helped prove he was innocent of committing a murder, and I thought things might work out so that he could be a part of his children’s lives again. But then he pulled up stakes and moved, and the only contact we had was the child support checks he sent. He sent me a lump sum every year—just the check. Nothing else. No birthday cards or gifts for the kids, no calls to them. Nothing. The day Kip turned eighteen—three months back—all communication had gone to radio silence.

      As I approached, I noticed his clothes looked grungy and disheveled. I stopped just out of arm’s reach—Roy had a temper and I’d learned the hard way to wait at a safe distance until I gauged his mood. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I decided to let him start the conversation.

      “Em…” he paused. “I don’t know what to say. I ran over what to say a dozen times on the way here, but now…I don’t know what to say.”

      “That seems to be your MO,” I said. “So, are you back in the area for good?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I was going to stay with my parents but they sold the house and moved into a condo and they told me I can’t stay with them.”

      I waited. Something was coming, but I wasn’t sure what, and I had the feeling I wasn’t going to like it when it arrived.

      “I need to find a place to stay,” he said again, slurring his words.

      I sighed. He was off the wagon again. I could smell the booze the minute he opened his mouth. And who knew what else he was on?

      “Well, you can’t stay with me, Roy. Joe and I are…” I was about to tell him about the accident but then something stopped me. A little voice inside said, That’s not a good idea. Don’t do it. I had learned to trust that little voice so I just shook my head. “Why don’t you rent a room at the YMCA and sleep it off? I’ll call you a cab.”

      “I’m not drunk,” he said, but the smell of booze was overwhelming.

      “You smell like you bathed in beer. You’re soused.” I didn’t want him driving in this condition. It wasn’t safe. I tried to suppress my irritation as I focused on the practical. “Sit down and I’ll get you some coffee.”

      “Thanks, Em. No matter what, you always come through for me.” He sounded sleepy.

      As I steered him to a chair in the corner where he wouldn’t be so obvious, I noticed that his breathing was labored. Something was off, and it was more than him being drunk. I squinted at him, trying to pinpoint what I was picking up on, and an alarm rang loud and clear in my head. I pulled out my phone and called Murray.

      “Roy’s here and he’s drunk off his ass. I think he’s about to pass out. I was going to call 911, but I’m not sure how bad off he is.”

      “Roy’s there? Where are you?”

      “The shop. I—” I froze as Roy suddenly slid off the chair, unconscious. “Crap! He’s fainted.”

      “I’ll call 911. You make sure he’s on his side in case he vomits, so that he won’t choke. I’ll be there in a few.” She hung up and I dropped to my knees beside Roy.

      “You asshole,” I muttered, struggling to roll him onto his side. It wasn’t so easy—he was a big man and he was as limp as a dishrag. “Frank, I need you!”

      Frank dashed over. “What do you need?” He was a lanky young man, straight out of high school, and he was the best barista I had ever hired. He knew his way around an espresso machine, that was for sure.

      “I need to get him over on his side. He’s drunk and if he pukes, he could choke on it,” I said, struggling with Roy’s heft.

      Frank helped, easing Roy over on his side. “Who is this? I don’t remember waiting on him before.”

      “My ex-husband,” I said, frowning. “The medics are on their way.” Just as I spoke, the EMTs pushed through the door. I turned to Frank. “Clear the room. Comp everybody their food and drinks and ask them to leave.”

      He jumped to do as I asked.

      I stepped back to give the medics some room, and as I did so, Murray entered the shop. I stood beside her while the medics went to work on Roy. I recognized both of the EMTs—Joe had worked with both of them. One was Maria Carmen. And the other was Jorge Rodrigues.

      “That’s Roy?” Murray asked, staring at him.

      “Apparently so. He smells like booze, so either he’s off the wagon or somebody threw their drink on him. I thought he was just drunk but now I’m not so sure.” I crossed my arms, watching the EMTs go to work.

      Jorge broke through my thoughts. “Excuse me, Emerald, but do you have any medical information on him?”

      “His name is Roy O’Brien, and he’s my ex-husband. He’s an alcoholic, but he was on the wagon a few years back. I don’t know anything about his health lately, though.” I frowned at Roy’s prone form. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s had a heart attack,” Jorge said. “And it appears to be a bad one. Do you have any contact information for his next of kin? Are you still his next of kin?”

      I stiffened. “Heart attack? But he didn’t seem in pain. He just fainted.”

      “Sometimes that happens. We need to call his next of kin right away. He’s in critical condition.” Jorge shifted from one foot to another. “We really have to hurry, Em.”

      I shook myself out of my shock. “Yes, of course. I have the phone number and address for his parents. Here, I’ll get it for you right away.”

      “Bring it to the hospital. We have to get moving,” Jorge said. He paused, then. “You have kids with him, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “You might want to call them. This may be it.”

      I suddenly understood what he was saying. “Oh hell. All right, thanks, Jorge.”

      As they trundled him out toward the medic unit, I turned to Murray. “Crap. I can’t believe this. I need to go.”

      “I’ll meet you at the hospital. Can you drive?” Murray said, reading my eyes.

      “Yeah. I can.” I darted into the back room, where I gathered my purse and phone. On the way out, I motioned to Cinnamon. “I need you to take over now, for the rest of this week, and next. My ex probably won’t make it, and the kids…”

      She shoved me toward the door. “Go. Do what you need to. Just let me know if I can help in any way.”

      Waving at her, I headed out into the sunlight, squinting against the brightness of the day. I dreaded calling Randa and Kip. I wasn’t sure how they’d react, especially given how he had emotionally abandoned them. Swearing up a blue streak, I headed to the hospital, wondering if the day could get any worse.
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      By the time I got to the hospital, Roy was already in the ER. I gave the nurse his parents’ contact info. While we kept in touch because of the kids, the O’Briens had never been huge fans of me. They mailed presents to the kids, but never asked to see them. Therefore, I decided the hospital was the best candidate to contact them.

      As I sat in the waiting room with Murray, I reluctantly pulled out my phone. Regardless of how they felt about Roy, he was my children’s father and they deserved the chance to say good-bye, if Jorge had been right. I called Kip first, since he was still in Chiqetaw.

      “Hey, my Kipling,” I said.

      “Uh-oh. You never call me that unless I’m in trouble or something’s wrong.” Even though his voice had changed years ago, it still seemed odd to hear a man speaking back to me rather than a little boy.

      “I’m at the hospital. Your father showed up today at the shop.”

      “Did he hit you? I’ll—”

      “No, sweetie.” I lowered my voice. “Kip, your father had a major heart attack in the store. He’d been drinking. He’s in critical condition. You’d better come, because…this may be the end.”

      Kip said nothing. I waited, letting him process the information. Finally, he said, “All right. I’ll be there in a little while.” And that was that.

      I called Miranda and got her voice mail, so I left a message to call me, that it was an emergency. Then I called her fiancée, Chess.

      “Chess? This is Emerald. There’s been an emergency and I can’t get hold of Randa. Is she with you?”

      Chess, a lovely, gangly young woman with long red hair, said, “No, but I know where she’s at. Should I tell her to call you?”

      “Yes, please, call her and tell her I need to talk to her right now. Like I said, it’s an emergency.” I hung up, staring at my phone.

      “The kids take it okay?” Murray asked.

      “I couldn’t get hold of Randa, but Chess is getting in touch with her now. Kip’s on the way.” I stared out the window at the beautiful day. “This feels so surreal. I hoped I wouldn’t be seeing the inside of a hospital again any time soon. At least, this time it’s not somebody I love.”

      As I fell silent, I drifted back to that day six months ago, when our world broke apart.
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        * * *

      

      The phone call had been the first warning that life was about to change.

      “Ms. O’Brien? You’re Joe Files’s wife, correct?”

      “Yes, why?” I caught my breath. Any wife of a firefighter or EMT or cop knows the fear—when you get a call asking if you’re the spouse.

      “This is Chiqetaw General Hospital. We have your husband in the ER. There’s been an accident—”

      And then comes the rush to find everything you need while you’re begging under your breath for everything to be okay, and the drive to the hospital as you try to focus on the road and not make matters worse by getting in an accident yourself.

      Once there, I found the nurses station. “I’m Emerald O’Brien. Joe Files is my husband. What’s wrong? Is he okay? Where is he?”

      “He’s in surgery. Please take a seat in the waiting room and I’ll call for a doctor to come out and talk to you.” The nurse gestured toward the waiting room.

      I panicked, sure he was dying. You don’t get told to sit and wait unless it’s bad news. I called Murray, called the kids, called Harlow, and all of them dropped everything and were on the way the minute I told them what was going on.

      At that moment, Brett Johnson, the captain of the local fire department where Joe worked as one of the lead paramedics, came walking up. I looked up at him, silent, and he sat down beside me.

      “Emerald, I’m so sorry about this.”

      “What happened? Brett, nobody’s told me anything yet. They just said that Joe’s in surgery.” I felt like I was clinging to him like he was a lifeline.

      He took my hand. Over the years he and his wife had been to our house for dinner a number of times, and we’d gotten to know each other fairly well.

      “There was a fire over on Lavender Hill. People were hurt. Joe’s unit and another medic unit were called out. People were trapped in the house and it was burning pretty bad. The men were doing their best to rescue the victims. But one—a little girl—managed to get out of a window on her own. Joe caught sight of her. She was having trouble walking, so he hurried over to carry her away from the house since all hands were busy.”

      I nodded. That sounded like something Joe would do. “But…I know there’s a but there…”

      “What Joe didn’t realize—what none of us knew because there was nobody coherent enough to warn us—was that the owners run a family construction company. They aren’t the brightest bulbs in the socket. They were storing a bunch of dynamite in the back room. Just as Joe reached the little girl, the fire reached the dynamite. It blew and the house exploded. Three firefighters were in the house at that point, along with two of the occupants. The blast picked Joe and the girl up and threw them forward almost fifty feet, along with a tremendous amount of debris.”

      My heart caught in my throat. The very sort of freak accident that had haunted me since we first had come together. Joe was careful, so I tried not to worry about him when he went out on the job, but there was always the chance of some freak happenstance, and now, it had happened.

      “Joe covered the girl with his body. A large chunk of the wall slammed against his back. He saved her life. She’s got some bruises and bumps, but she’s alive.”

      “And Joe?”

      “The piece of wall hit him across the lower back. We’re not sure how extensive the injury is, but the doctors took him into surgery the minute he got here.”

      I paused, then asked, “The people in the house? The firefighters?”

      “Two of my men managed to make it out with the little girl’s mother. The other firefighter and the father died when the ceiling collapsed on them.”

      I hung my head. At least my Joe was alive. Two people had lost their lives thanks to this accident, and Joe had saved a child. But I was angry. Who stores dynamite in their house? Furious and on the verge of tears, I tried to bite my tongue. Tried to keep from blaming the couple for being so idiotic. Brett must have seen the expression on my face because he squeezed my hand even tighter.

      “I know. It shouldn’t have happened. But it did, and now we deal with the fallout. I have to tell Norman Stanley’s wife that her husband isn’t ever coming home again. It’s not fair, and I don’t know if it ever seems fair.”

      At that moment, I noticed three other women enter the waiting room, whom I knew to be wives of the firefighters. Brett glanced at them and sighed. “I have to go tell them what’s going on. I called them, but just to get down to the hospital.”

      As he slowly headed their way, I realized that Leena Stanley was going to learn that her husband was dead. I shielded myself. I couldn’t take tuning into her grief as well as my own.

      As I resumed staring out the window, a doctor entered the room and came over to me. “Ms. O’Brien? You’re married to Joe Files?”

      I jumped up. “Yes, that’s me. How is he?”

      “Ms. O’Brien, your husband is in serious condition. He’s still in surgery and will be for some time.”

      “What are his injuries?”

      “The short answer—easiest to explain—is that…you know about the accident, correct?”

      I glanced over at Brett, who was comforting Leena as she sobbed in his arms. Then I turned back to the doctor. “Yes.”

      “When the piece of wall hit him, he sustained a spinal cord injury. We’re working on repairing what we can and on removing all the splinters that embedded themselves into his back.” He consulted the chart, then took a deep breath. “I’m afraid that your husband has sustained what we’re fairly certain is permanent damage to his back.”

      I froze. “How permanent?”

      “He may be paralyzed from his waist down. We can’t be certain how extensive the damage is until he begins to heal up. But I can tell you, he’ll never be able to hold a strenuous job again, even if some of the paralysis lifts.” He held my gaze firmly with his own. “I want you to realize something—if the injury had been any deeper, it would have severed his spinal column, and he’d be permanently paralyzed in both legs.”

      And then it hit. My husband was alive, but nothing would ever be the same.

      As the thought sank in, I turned to see Leena Stanley sitting very still as Carolyn Bentley and Shauna Smith held her hands. Brett was nowhere in sight. I quietly thanked the doctor, who said they’d let me know when they had more news, and joined the other women. We all knew each other, even if it was only superficially.

      As I silently sat with them, I glanced up to see Norm Stanley walk up behind his wife. He had a pained look on his face as he leaned down and tried to talk to her. But she didn’t hear him. In her grief, she had no clue his spirit was there. He glanced over at me and I discreetly gave him a nod and a little wave. He smiled, then, a sad smile, and turned to head back down the hall. I wondered where he was going, but I was too caught up in my grief to go talk to him.
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        * * *

      

      Shaking myself out of my memories, I looked up to see Murray watching me.

      “Lost in thought?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, deep thoughts. The last time I was sitting here in this waiting room…”

      “Don’t go there. I know it’s hard not to flash back, but that’s over and done. You and Joe are learning to cope with what life threw at you. This isn’t the same. Not at all.” Murray took my hands. “I know it’s been hard, but you have to move on, if only for Joe’s sake. He’s alive, he’s healthy—other than his disability—and there’s so much more for you two to do.”

      “I know,” I said, sweeping a loose hair behind my ear. “But you know how traumatic incidents trigger off a form of PTSD. I guess it’s worse for Leena Stanley. She lost her husband. I am blessed to still have mine.” I paused, as Kip hurried down the hallway.

      He was so tall now that he had outstripped his father. But he considered Joe his real father. Joe had been there for him all through the years, even the tough ones, and Roy had not. He silently hugged me and sat down on my right side. “Mom, are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sweetie, I’m all right. I’m afraid that your father’s not doing well.”

      “He’s going to die, isn’t he?” For such a sensitive kid, Kip had a stoic look on his face.

      “I don’t know, but it doesn’t look good. He had a massive heart attack—” I paused as a doctor came walking down the hallway to stand in front of us. In a weird coincidence, it was the same doctor I’d talked to the day Joe was hurt.

      “Ms. O’Brien? You’re Roy O’Brien’s ex-wife, correct?”

      I nodded. “I gave the desk his parents’ contact information.”

      “I’m afraid that there’s nothing more we could do for him. Roy O’Brien died from cardiac arrest, but I suspect he was also in liver failure. I’m sorry.” He suddenly stopped, staring at me. “You’re the wife of that paramedic we treated a few months ago, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and isn’t this just an odd coincidence? Roy was my ex-husband. This is our son,” I added, watching Kip closely to take my cue from him. He was the one this would hurt the most—him and Randa.

      “He may have been my sperm donor, but he wasn’t my father.” Kip stared straight ahead, shaking his head. “He wasn’t there for us. He was never there for us. He had a chance to make it right, but he just kept abandoning us,” he said tightly, pain etching its way across his face.

      I wrapped my arm around him, but he shrugged me off, stalking over to stare out the window. I turned to the doctor and said quietly, “Roy was an alcoholic most of his life.”

      “I can tell. The booze took its toll on him,” the doctor said, lowering his voice. “We’ve called his parents and they’re on the way.”

      “I’ll be leaving before they get here,” I said. “We don’t have a great history.”

      Murray stood, moving over to Kip to talk to him. His head was down, but he listened to whatever she was whispering to him. A few minutes later, they turned around, Kip looking somber. He walked over to me.

      “I don’t want to go to his funeral,” he said. “But maybe we can do a cord cutting ceremony on our own? Later, when we’ve processed this?”

      Whatever Murray had said to him, it had helped swing the anger around to something he could handle.

      “I think that would be a fitting idea,” I said, wrapping my arm around his waist. He was too tall for me to drape my arm around like I used to do. “Come on, let’s go home, unless you want to wait for your grandparents.”

      He shook his head. “No, they never bother to call.”

      As we headed out of the hospital, my phone rang. Miranda was on the line.

      “Hey, Randa, hold on,” I said, then punched mute. “I’ll meet you back at the house, Kip.”

      He nodded, heading to his car. Joe had helped him fix it up a couple years ago when Kip had gotten his license and wanted a car. Joe bought him an older Jeep, and together, they turned it into a gorgeous vehicle. I had been terrified when Kip started driving. I trusted Randa to be careful, but Kip, I wasn’t sure about. But he had actually turned out to be more conscientious about his driving than Randa was, and while I’d never stop worrying, a lot of my fears had been allayed.

      “I have to get back to work, but call me if you need me,” Murray said.

      “Thanks,” I said, waving.

      I went back to the phone call. “Hey, Randa…I have some news.”

      She paused, then said, “It’s bad, isn’t it? I can feel it.” For years, Randa had denied inheriting any psychic gifts from me, leaving the magic up to Kipling, but finally, she’d begun to accept that magic could coexist quite nicely with science.

      “Yeah, it is. Your dad—Roy—showed up at the shop today. He had a heart attack while he was there, and he died.” I could give news to Randa straight like that, without padding it. My daughter had always been blunt and direct. And she appreciated the same in return.

      There was a pause, and then she said, “I’ll make arrangements and come up there. I can only stay the night, and I’ll probably be there around eight. I’ll text you before I leave Seattle.” Again a pause, and then she added, “I love you, Mom. I’m sorry you have to deal with this.”

      “Thank you. It’s a lot on top of what I’m already coping with. But I guess, it’s a closure on a chapter of my life, you know? And a chapter of your life.”

      “Dad was an asshole. I stopped believing in his promises the day I caught him fucking that woman on my bed.” She let out a snort. “That’s the day he lost me forever.”

      “We’ll talk tonight. I’m going home now—I’m at the hospital. I want to get out of here before Roy’s parents arrive.”

      “Go, get away while you can,” Miranda said.

      My parents had been taciturn but quietly supportive when Randa announced she was gay, but Roy’s parents had sent her a pamphlet for a conversion therapy course and she had told them in no uncertain terms to fuck off. When they called me, all bent out of shape, I told them essentially the same thing she had.

      While my parents could be problematic, they still loved the kids and doted on them as much as straight-laced older suburbanites could. They didn’t always agree with the way I brought up my children, but since I had married Joe, they had quit making cryptic comments about my parenting, mostly because he called them on the carpet in a way I never had quite built up the courage for.

      On his side, Joe’s brother, his father, and mother all were flakes and losers, and that was putting it nicely. But his aunt Margaret—Maggie, he called her—was always there for him. And when we had married, she had taken in my kids as her grandkids. They called her Aunt Maggie, even though she was technically their great-aunt, and she was always present at birthdays and graduations and family parties.

      I hopped in my car—I had splurged a few years back and bought myself a brand spanking new SUV—a Honda Pilot in seafoam blue. It was perfect for hauling people or things, and it drove like a dream. As I started the ignition, I happened to glance out the window and saw the O’Briens parking four cars away, but they didn’t seem to see me. I took my hand off the key and held perfectly still until they were out of the car and headed toward the entrance of the hospital.

      In that moment, I felt sorry for them. They were going in to collect their son’s body, and that was harsh and painful, no matter who you were. I silently wished them well as I eased out of the parking spot and headed home.
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      Joe was waiting for me when I got home. “Murray called,” he said. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, tired but quietly settled. Roy was dead, and I’d never again have to wonder what the hell he was going to do next. I felt bad about being relieved, but I was honest. I’d never be a hypocrite and mourn someone I didn’t give a damn about.

      “Yeah, it’s kind of a shock—the last person I expected to show up today was Roy. And then…” I looked around. “Is Kip home yet?”

      He shook his head. “No, he texted me, too, telling me he’d be home in a little while. Come on, I made lunch.”

      I followed him into the kitchen. We’d done our best to adapt the kitchen so Joe could use it, but once we were in the new house, all the accessibility issues would be accounted for. But we were doing our best until the house was built.

      Joe had made a pot of spaghetti—one of my faves. Actually, any pasta was a favorite of mine, as long as it had cheese.

      “Here, I made you a mocha,” he added, setting the mug in front of me.

      I leaned down and kissed him. “Bless you. Thank you.”

      “Anything for my woman.” He pulled up to the table. It was the perfect height for him to pull his wheelchair under. “Do you still want to go to Harlow’s tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I want to get away more than ever. Unless the kids need me to stay, I’ll welcome heading out—” I paused as the back door opened and Kip entered the room, a huge bouquet in hand. “Who’s the lucky lady?”

      Kip had been dating a number of girls the past year, but hadn’t found a serious love yet, for which I was grateful. I wanted him to get a good start on his life before he fell into the marriage and children pit. It was a lovely pit, but I wanted both of my children to get a taste of life on their own before they met the love of their lives. Luckily, Miranda had. She hadn’t come out of the closet until she was seventeen and her focus was so career-oriented that she’d barely dated until last year, when she met Chess and fell in love. But I liked Chess and was looking forward to having her for a daughter-in-law.

      “You,” he said, giving me a hug. He glanced around the kitchen. “Where do you keep your vases? I’ll put them in water for you since you’re eating.”

      “In the top cupboard over the stove, and thank you.” I paused, then couldn’t help but ask, “Why, though? You used to bring me flowers when you got into trouble. You’d go out and pick a bunch of flowers from Horvald’s yard. He used to get so irate.”

      Horvald Ledbetter had been our neighbor since we first moved to Chiqetaw. He had married Ida, the woman who had babysat the kids for years, and he kept the most meticulous gardens. But two years back, he had died, and Ida had moved into a retirement community. Now, the house across the street was owned by a young family with twin boys who were barely out of diapers. We had met, but at that age, there was barely time to breathe, let alone hang out with the neighbors.

      He cracked a wan smile. “Well, at the hospital, I got to thinking about how Dad was never there for us. Ever. Even before you divorced him, he treated you like dirt and Randa and me like obstacles. But Mom, you were always here for Randa and me. You never let us down.”

      I caught hold of his hand and kissed it. “You’re my children. Of course, I’m going to be here. And Roy…your father was never happy, never satisfied. To him, the grass was always greener somewhere else. He couldn’t enjoy what he had because he was always so sure that someone else had it better.” Pausing for a moment, I finally said, “Are you going to be okay? Joe and I are supposed to head up to Harlow’s tomorrow for the weekend and next week. But if you need us to stay…”

      “No, go ahead.” Kip shrugged. “I thought I’d take my things down to Redmond tomorrow and start settling in. I do want to hold a cord cutting for Dad, but not yet. I’ll know when it’s time—” he paused as Randa’s voice echoed from the front of the house.

      “Mom?” She came darting in the kitchen. When she was younger, she’d dressed in blacks and grays, looking much older than her years. That hadn’t changed much, though now she wore makeup and accented her stark looks with colorful scarves and hats. Her jet black hair hung straight, in a euro-bob cut. My daughter had been set in her ways since she was little.

      I jumped up to give her a hug. She leaned down to kiss Joe on the forehead, then lightly punched Kip on the arm.

      “Yo, bro,” she said.

      “’Sup, sis?” he countered. It was their way of greeting each other now that they no longer lived under the same roof.

      “How was the drive?” I asked. “You made good time.”

      “I don’t drive like I’m eighty,” she said, grinning.

      “You drive like a maniac,” Kip said.

      “Shuddup, fly.” She peeked in the spaghetti pot. “Can I have some?”

      “Eat away,” Joe said. “I made enough for an army.”

      She and Kip filled their plates and joined us. Randa grabbed a piece of garlic bread and Kip covered his spaghetti in parmesan. As we sat there eating, it felt like old times, with all of us gathered around the table. Except so much had changed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked after a moment. “I know this was a shock—”

      “Not a shock,” Randa said, frowning and shrugging. “If Dad had suddenly showed up and asked to be part of our lives, now that would have been a shock. I talked to him a few months ago, you know.”

      “No, I didn’t know,” I said.

      “He called me, out of the blue, drunk out of his mind. I told him I was getting married to Chess and he made a few crude comments about lesbians and started lecturing me on how I just hadn’t met the right man and all I needed was a good lay to set me straight.”

      I froze, my fork in midair. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “He always was a pig,” Kip said, shaking his head.

      “I told him to fuck off and never call me again. I told him Joe had been more of a father to us than he ever was.” She stared at her plate. “I didn’t tell you because I knew it would upset you.”

      My heart ached. Roy had been such a disappointment, and the worst thing of all was that he hadn’t cared. He had been a narcissist, focused only on his own happiness. He had disappointed a long string of people through his life. I wondered if he’d ever disappointed himself.

      “I’m sorry, kids. But Roy did one thing right. He helped me make the two of you. So I don’t regret the time I spent with him, though I would have left sooner if I had been confident enough that I could take care of you on my own.”

      “Can we change the subject?” Kip asked. “I’m really tired of talking about Dad.”

      “Of course,” I said. “But I want you to think carefully about his funeral and whether you want to attend. I won’t be going. I don’t think it would serve any purpose, but if you want to go, please contact your grandparents and let them know.”

      Kip shook his head. “Nope. I’ll wait and do a cord cutting when I’m ready.”

      “I’m done with him. I’ll attend a cord cutting ceremony too, but that’s the most I’m willing to do. I can’t stay long, but I do have some good news,” Randa said.

      “We could use some! What is it?” Joe asked.

      “I got a summer internship for eight weeks with the observatory on Mauna Kea! Chess and I are leaving for Hawai’i on Sunday.” She beamed.

      I clapped and cheered. Miranda had always had her head in the stars, and she had followed through on her dream to become an astronomer. I knew she had applied for the internship but the two slots had been coveted positions and the competition fierce.

      “Then this is a celebratory dinner! Meaning, more caffeine and…what do we have for dessert?” I jumped up, peeking in the cupboards and fridge. I ate far better since I had married Joe. I had never been that interested in cooking, but he had taught me some easy, quick recipes, and he also took over most of the cooking since I’d rather clean than cook. It was much easier to rinse and stack dishes in the dishwasher than to consistently make good food for a family.

      “Nope—you’re not hunting down a package of Oreos for this. To be honest, I didn’t come up because of Roy—though I would have, anyway. I came up to tell you about the internship, and to celebrate. Chess wanted to come too, but she’s bogged down with finals.”

      Randa’s fiancée was in medical school and was under a massive class load. She was specializing in women’s health issues—not just reproductive, but overall. Chess constantly said there wasn’t enough focus on the differences between how illnesses and health conditions affected men and women, so she had decided that when she finished her residency, she was going to start a clinic solely for women that covered all aspects of health.

      Deflated—I already had the package of Oreos in hand—I put them back in the cupboard. “Then what do you suggest, Ms. Stars-in-Her-Eyes?” I grinned at her.

      “I suggest that you check the bag I put on the counter over there,” she said, nodding to the large shopping bag sitting next to the fridge.

      “I thought you brought home laundry,” I said.

      “Kip’s the one who does that.”

      “Hey, I learned to work a washing machine three years ago when Mom stopped doing my laundry.” Kip poked her in the arm and she swatted his finger away.

      I peeked in the bag. There, on the bottom of the bag, was the most gorgeous cake I had seen in a while. “What do we have here?” I lifted the container out of the bag, carefully, and set it on the table. It was small—about six inches in diameter—but it was incredibly tall.

      “Chocolate mint torte. I know how much you love the petit fours at Christmas.”

      I licked my lips. “This calls for the good china.”

      I hadn’t had good china till I married Joe. Inexplicably, my grandmother on my father’s side, who had somehow decided I was entering life as a young bride instead of a woman who already owned her own house, bought me an entire set of delicate bone china, white with gold trim. I had argued that it was too expensive, but Grandma McGrady was as stubborn as they came, with the exception of my Nanna, and I had given up the protest. So now we had a set of beautiful china we seldom used.

      I brought out the dessert plates, and found the silver serving spatula and a sharp knife. As I cut slices and placed them on the fragile plates, Randa handed them around. When we were all served, I lifted a forkful of cake.

      “Here’s to Randa. May the internship go well.”

      “Thanks,” she said, blushing as Kip and Joe chimed in. “I’m still amazed I got picked. That was a coveted spot.”

      “If you like Hawai’i enough and you move there, I’ll come visit and go surfing,” Kip said.

      “Hush, Randa’s not moving to Hawai’i. I hope,” I added, glancing at her. “How’s it going to work for Chess?”

      “If I was offered a permanent job there, I might consider it. They do have a university,” she said, but then wrinkled her nose. “But I doubt that will happen. Besides, Chess needs to finish medical school here. UW is the best school in the nation for medical students.”

      We finished eating. I had turned Randa’s room into a guest room, so she would stay there, and Kip still officially lived at home until he moved down to Redmond. We gathered in the living room, like we used to, to watch movies and eat the rest of the torte.

      Joe and I had turned the study into a bedroom and taken the door off the hinges so his wheelchair could fit through, since he couldn’t make it upstairs to the master bedroom. So when we all finally decided to break for bed, I watched Kip and Randa head up to their rooms, and it occurred to me how quickly time flew by, and how life could change within the blink of an eye, and this was likely the last time we’d all be together in this house.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Kip and Randa helped us pack the van—we had bought a custom van so that Joe could still drive. He could wheel into the van thanks to the hydraulic ramp and into the space beside the driver’s seat, then transfer over. While he was an ambulatory wheelchair user and he worked out every day with weights, we always kept the chair with us, because chances were he’d need it after walking a few steps. Joe was going to physical therapy, and while they were certain he’d never walk without mobility aids again, the fact that he was able to take a few steps kept us hopeful about a chance for partial recovery.

      I hugged Randa. “Give Chess our love. Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      Kip gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Love you, Mom. I’ll make sure that there’s plenty of cat food for Murray when she comes over to feed the troupe. I’ll be leaving for Redmond tomorrow morning.”

      “Drive safe, and let me know when you get there,” I said.

      After a few more rounds of “Don’t forget this” and “Remember to that,” we waved good-bye and Joe eased the van out of the driveway.

      We were headed for the Valley Highway, which would take us to Mount Baker Highway, and from there to Glacier. Glacier was about twenty miles from Chiqetaw. The drivers in the area seemed to believe that “rural highway” meant “speed zone,” and we were constantly alert, watching for speed freaks who felt they owned the road. That was common on the backroads in Washington, and a lot of accidents happened because of it.

      The road to Glacier was beautiful, though, and through the trees on my side, we could occasionally catch a glimpse of the North Fork Nooksack River as it curved its way through the forest, coming down off Mt. Baker where it was fed by the glaciers that lined the massive volcano. The river was a hotbed of whitewater rafting, and it roared through its banks during whitewater season. Mt. Baker, one of the snowiest places in the world, continually fed the river with glacial runoff.

      All around us were the foothills leading into the Cascades. Up here, the wild nature of the volcanic mountain range took over. I had been surprised when Harlow said they were moving farther out toward Mt. Baker, but over the years she and James had come to value their privacy, and as housing developments sprang up right and left, it was beginning to look like Chiqetaw would be growing as the years passed by.

      “It’s so pretty out here,” I said, staring out the window.

      “Yeah, it is. I hiked a lot of these foothills when I was in my twenties. I’d drive out here to get away from my family.” He scowled.

      I leaned back in my seat, staring out the window. I knew it was hard for Joe to think about everything he had been able to do, but the doctors had told me not to coddle him or hover over him. He was strong, he had bounced back with remarkable speed, and now he needed to learn how to accept a life different than the one before the accident. And it meant adapting for me, too.

      “So, how many ghosts do you think fill these mountains?” he said.

      Taken off guard by the question, I turned to him. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, I’m just curious. So many loggers and miners passed through these woods over the years. There have to have been a lot of deaths.”

      I stared out the window again. “Yeah, the woods are haunted, that’s for sure.”

      As I said it, I closed my eyes and tuned into the feel of the forest as we passed by. The woods were filled with creatures watching us, and spirits, too.

      Over the past few years I had knuckled down, diving into my magic and charms. Kip had asked me to teach him, and I needed to be more proficient so I wouldn’t lead him into mistakes. Together, we had practiced the spells and rites my Nanna had taught me, first when I was a little girl and then through the journal she had left for me in a trunk of her special tools. I still used the seax dagger that she had given to me when she was dying.

      And now, thanks to ramping up my training, I constantly felt the shimmering edges of the veil where the spirit world and the world of the living met. I opened my eyes, and as I watched the forest pass by, I spied glimmers here and there—ghost lights, indicating a spirit wandering by. I had discovered that I could see the spirits of animals, as well, and so whether they were human, animal, or something else entirely, I wasn’t sure.

      The Cascades were filled with mystery. I had seen some of those wonders with my own eyes—the Klakatat monster, for one. I’d seen will-o’-the-wisps, and Krampus, and other things that supposedly didn’t exist. And I’d given up insisting that things weren’t real. For all I knew, there could be unicorns prancing in the woods, or vampires lurking in the shadows.

      “Em? Em? You okay?” Joe’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

      I blinked, glancing over at him. “What?”

      “You’ve been out for the past five minutes. I was about to stop the van to make sure you were all right.” He frowned. “Is everything okay?”

      I nodded. “Actually, yes, I was just lost in thought. I was thinking how with everything I’ve seen and experienced over the past ten years, my world has expanded in ways I never expected.”

      He smiled. “I get it. Mine too—once I met you. I never dreamed that anything outside of the ordinary existed, but that’s all changed.” He nodded toward the road ahead. “We’re almost to the bridge over the Nooksack.”

      “Only a couple miles to go, then.” I smiled back at him. “I can’t wait to see Harlow.”

      Harlow and James’s place was located shortly before the town of Glacier, the last stop before heading into the Mount Baker Wilderness, which bordered the North Cascades National Park. A sign on the turn into their driveway read: rainmark photography & art. James had the photography studio he always wanted, and when she wasn’t writing her books, Harlow had branched out into sculpting. She was talented at it, and sold a number of her pieces.

      Joe turned left onto the turnout and we bumped along over a graveled driveway.

      “They need to pave this,” Joe said.

      “They’re going to. Harlow told me last week. She texted that she and James had found a guy to do it for a good price, and that it’s going to be paved over in early August.” I glanced at the trees lining the drive from the house out to the highway. “This is so beautiful. It makes me want to pull up stakes and move, except that I can’t very well run the Chintz ‘n China out here.”

      “I know,” Joe said. “I’d love to live out here, but…” He paused. “I’m afraid it would be too difficult now. I couldn’t do everything needed around the place.”

      “James doesn’t—he’s not a handyman at all. He’s an artist. Harlow and James hire people to take care of all the big work.”

      “Harlow and James have money. We don’t. I mean, we’re not poor, but they’re rich.”

      “True that.”

      Harlow had squirreled away every cent she had earned from when she was a supermodel. When she started writing, she took enough marketing classes to learn everything she could about the business.

      She was making a good living at her work. The sculpting was a hobby, but her real gold was in her two romance series that she wrote. The Mount Baker Boys was a long saga about a group of brothers who lived near Mt. Baker, all searching for their soulmates, and then she wrote a paranormal series called Baker Beasts. Again, the books were centered around a magical matchmaker living near the volcano who dealt with clients from all different realms. I read them both and was amazed by how much imagination went into her work.

      We passed the studio and, about a hundred yards later, eased into the parking spaces near the house. The path to the house from where we parked was paved—smooth concrete—and I noticed they had installed a side ramp leading up to the porch that hadn’t been here the last time Joe and I had visited. Harlow thought about her friends in a way that I often lacked. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, but I just spaced out about how difficult things could be. Or at least, I had until Joe had been hurt. Now I saw every obstacle, every bump in the road.

      “Did they build that for me?” Joe asked, staring at the ramp.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s nice to see that we won’t have to deal with stairs.”

      As we got out of the car, Harlow darted out of the house, a big smile plastered on her face. She ran over to give me a hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re here! Hi, Joe! This week’s going to be so much fun.” She wrapped her arm around my waist. “How was the drive?”

      “Good,” I said, shading my eyes from the sun as I glanced around. “It’s so beautiful out here.”

      “That’s why we moved. We needed the space to build the studio, and we wanted Eileen to be able to have a horse and…we just wanted to carve out a place near the wilderness.” Harlow dropped her arm from my waist, clasping her hands behind her back as she arched back, breathing deeply. Her long golden hair was streaked with gray, caught back in a braid, and her once-lean athletic body was still athletic, but she had put on a little weight. She had left her eating disorder days in the past. She was still wearing makeup, but she looked happy and in her element. She was happy—happier than I’d ever seen her. “I can breathe here.”

      “It suits you.”

      She giggled. “I suppose it does. Who would have ever believed I’d end up a country girl? Let’s go inside. Are you hungry?”

      As I pushed Joe’s wheelchair up the ramp, I felt inexplicably sad. Harlow always seemed to have the golden touch—almost everything she did turned out well for her. She didn’t have a care in the world, from what it looked like. For once, just once, I envied her. I wanted to be lighthearted and carefree again, but when I thought back, I didn’t remember ever feeling that way. Just for once, it would be nice to face life without any worries on my shoulders.
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      After we were settled in the guest room, Harlow and I decided to take a walk while Joe and James caught up. Eileen was off for summer camp, so it was just us adults.

      I thrust my hands in the pockets of the tunic I was wearing over a pair of leggings. I had on a pair of knee-high, flat-heeled slouch boots that made it easy to walk.

      The sun beat down overhead as it climbed into the sky. It was ten-thirty, and already the day promised to be cloud-free and warm. The weather app forecasted that we were headed into the mid-seventies, with no rain till next week.

      The wind, though, kept up a steady blow. It wasn’t strong enough to whip away the heat, but it felt cool on my face and mussed my hair. I had let it grow because Joe liked it long, and now it was a tangle of curls down to midback. I had, however, continued to dye it ever since we got married, something I hadn’t expected. I felt more vibrant without my gray.

      Unlike Harlow, I didn’t have a lithe, athletic figure, and I was a lot shorter. I could embrace my curves and padding, but I had fallen in love with color and now my hair color changed as often as my moods. And my current mood had landed me with a rich mahogany.

      Harlow and James had twenty acres. Their house was custom-built. The house that had come with the property sat in a tangle of ruins, a ways back from the new house. We headed in that direction after a hefty lathering of sunscreen, accompanied by the recent addition to their family—a very large golden retriever named Taylor. Eileen had named her after Taylor Swift.

      The dog had been through obedience training and heeled behind Harlow with a single command. She seemed to be well-trained, and she was wearing a vest that looked a lot like a service dog’s vest.

      “Since when did you decide to get a dog?” I asked. Harlow had never been one for pets—she liked animals, but she didn’t want the trouble of cleaning up after them.

      She let out a sigh. “There’s something I haven’t told you, Em. I wanted to wait till we could talk in person.” Her voice was so somber it made me stop in my tracks. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “What’s going on, Harlow? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Yes, I am. Well, now I am.” Harlow took a deep breath. “You remember that fall I had last year, where I hit my head and passed out?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, you said you slipped on the patio.”

      “Well, I hit my head pretty hard, and apparently I not only had a concussion, but I did some damage to my brain. Over the past eight months, I’ve developed epilepsy.”

      I stopped. “You what?”

      “At first, I wasn’t sure what was going on. Apparently, I was having seizures when nobody was around, and I would lose time and wake up on the floor. The first time, I just chalked it up to being too tired. The second time—I think it was the second—I made an appointment with my doctor, but before I could get there, I had a seizure in front of James. So, yeah, I went in and turns out, I now have epilepsy. Taylor is my alert dog—she can sense when I’m going to have a seizure and she warns me.”

      I worried my lip. “I have so many questions, but my biggest is why the hell didn’t you tell me sooner? We’re best friends.”

      “I didn’t tell you sooner precisely because we’re best friends. Right around when I was diagnosed was when Joe had his accident. You had enough on your plate without worrying about me. I didn’t want to overload you. Em, you were stressed out more than you could handle. I know, I remember the frantic calls.”

      I stared at Taylor, feeling a mixture of guilt and sadness. “I wouldn’t have called you so much if I had known you were going through your own trauma.”

      “Don’t start! You aren’t to feel guilty. But I do need to teach you what to do in case I go into a seizure.” She grinned. “Everybody who stays here for more than a night gets the training.”

      I decided that with all the changes going on, the best thing to do was just accept it and move on. “All right, show me what to do if you have a seizure. How often do they happen?”

      She looped her arm through mine as we started walking again. “They don’t happen that often, and they’re so random that it’s hard to tell when one’s coming on. But if you notice Taylor licking my hand, there’s a good chance I’m headed toward one. If I don’t respond to her warning, tell me. I’m still not fully acclimated to the warning system. If I do have a seizure and you’re around, first, stay with me until I’m awake and alert. Second, make sure I don’t fall off the sofa if I’m on it, and that nothing is in the way that could harm me. Third, turn me on my side and if I’m wearing something close around my neck, loosen it. Put a thin pillow or something similar under my head.”

      “Do I call 911?” I wondered if they even had 911 out here.

      “You only need to call 911 under these circumstances: If the seizure lasts more than five minutes, or if I come out of it and seem dazed for too long—say more than five to ten minutes. Or if I hurt myself during the seizure or if I have trouble breathing during the seizure. Also, if I’m in water, and you can’t get me out that quick, call 911.” She let go of me and pointed up ahead. “Speaking of water, there’s where our new pool is going to be.”

      “Changing the subject so quickly?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “There’s not much to say. The epilepsy could disappear, though since I did sustain some brain damage, it most likely is here to stay. And…well…I have to just live with it. Now, what do you think of the area for the pool?”

      James and Harlow’s land was heavily forested around the edges, but at least five acres seemed to be clear, and they had already built a tennis court. Apparently, a pool was next on the list. As we passed the stakes in the ground marking out the area to be excavated, I glanced around.

      “Are you building a pool house, too?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, but it won’t go up till after the pool is almost finished.”

      I paused, shading my eyes as I gazed past the perimeter of the pool area. There was a glimmer ahead, something shining that I couldn’t quite make out, near the ruins of the old house.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said, squinting. “What are you looking at?”

      “Over there—whatever’s shining near that tall tree.” I pointed toward what I thought was an oak. I knew my conifers, and I knew what maple trees looked like, but I wasn’t always the best judge of other deciduous trees.

      She frowned. “I don’t see anything. That’s an oak, by the way. It used to shadow the farmhouse. We really need to finish clearing the rubble out. Eileen has been warned never to go there to play, but you know what kids are like.”

      I snorted. “Oh, man. If Kip had lived out here, he would have found a way to keep me in tears. If there was anything that could be a danger, that boy was into it. I’m amazed he’s managed to make it to eighteen.” I paused, then shook my head. The shimmering figure was still there—at least it looked like a figure. “Are you sure you don’t see anything? Right toward the back corner.”

      “No,” she said, frowning. “Let’s go look.”

      We strolled in that direction and, as we did so, I realized I was looking at a figure. A silvery figure that was about the size of a small child. I cocked my head. She—I could tell it was a little girl—was standing beneath the overhanging branches of the oak, about twenty yards from the house.

      “Okay, you have a ghost on your land.” I continued to stare at the spirit, and she stared back, as though she knew that I was aware she was there.

      “Of course we do. There are a lot of spirits in this area.”

      “It’s a little girl,” I added.

      Harlow paused. “A little girl, you say?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, why? Have you seen her?”

      She shook her head. “No, but Eileen told me about a neighbor girl who comes over to play. I assumed she was from down the road. Every time I told Eileen to bring her in for a snack, she’d say that the girl went home, or that the girl wasn’t hungry.” Worry began to creep into her voice. Harlow had been around to witness a number of the ghosts I had dealt with, and she knew just how dangerous they could be.

      “All right, then we need to find out who she is and what she wants. If she’s been interacting with Eileen, we have to make certain she’s not dangerous. And we also should ascertain whether she’s an actual ghost and not something impersonating one.”

      Harlow paled. “What do you mean?”

      “There are plenty of creatures who can imitate spirits. You remember Mr. Big & Ugly—he was one of the astral nasties out there.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “Crap. I remember that.”

      “Yeah, they’re a whole ‘nother ball game to deal with.” As we approached the remains of the old house, the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention, and I caught my breath. The little girl and I had locked gazes but now it felt like a challenge, rather than just an appraisal.

      I motioned for Harlow to stop. “Stay here. Let me go ahead.”

      As I continued a slow, steady pace toward the spirit, a sense of dread swept over me—the kind of dread that speaks to Halloween and monsters and chilly nights and dark shadows hiding in corners. Most ghosts didn’t spur on knots forming in my stomach.

      “Who are you?” I whispered, focusing all my attention on the spirit. “What do you want?”

      The spirit still looked like a young girl, but her neutral gaze began to shift, and a sudden shriek filled the air. I shivered, forcing myself to place one foot after another.

      “Who are you?” I repeated.

      The ghost stopped, then, her eyes still locked on mine. I took another step and felt something hard under my feet—something that wasn’t soil or grass. I glanced down, just in time to hear a splintering sound and the next thing I knew, I was starting to fall.
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        * * *

      

      Instinct took over and I flailed as I broke through whatever it was I was standing on. I managed to catch myself, my forearms and elbows propped on the broken remains of what appeared to be a piece of wood covering over a hole. The grass had been covering it, but grass wasn’t sturdy enough to keep 160 pounds of grown woman from dropping when the floor fell out from beneath her feet.

      “Help!” Frantic, I tried to shimmy up, but the splintering sound continued and I froze, my legs hanging below me as I leaned forward, trying to keep myself from slipping off the precarious support that my arms were propped on. My biceps were screaming as I tried to avoid thinking about how deep the hole was. My main focus was on getting the hell out of there.

      Harlow dropped to her hands and knees and she approached the hole cautiously. It would do neither one of us any good if she fell through, too. She whistled to Taylor.

      “Taylor, tell James. Fast-girl.”

      Taylor took off loping toward the house.

      “I told her to get James and to do it fast.” Harlow glanced around as the wooden cover I was hanging onto made another splintering noise. “I have an idea. Hold on!”

      “I can’t do anything else,” I said, grateful that I had been hitting the gym twice a week.

      Once Joe had been injured, I had realized that I might need to put on some muscle if he needed help to get in or out of his wheelchair or if there was an emergency, so I had begun training with a personal trainer twice a week—not to lose weight, but to gain muscle. And it had helped, but my biceps weren’t that well defined yet.

      “I’ll be right back.” She was on her feet, racing over to the remains of the old house.

      I tried to focus on my strength, visualizing myself getting out of the hole rather than sliding backward into it.

      A moment later, Harlow returned, dragging a large board that was at least eight feet long and two inches wide. It had to have been a beam of some sort. She struggled with maneuvering it, but managed to lay it across the remaining cover in front of me.

      “Can you transfer your weight to the beam? It won’t break.”

      “I don’t know. I’m afraid that if I reach for it, I’ll slip down into the hole.”

      But another cracking sound startled me and the final boards on the cover began to buckle. I screwed up my courage and threw one arm over the beam. As I did so, the rest of the cover splintered away and I grabbed for the beam with my other arm. I caught it, but now I had a four-inch piece of lumber to try to hang over.

      Harlow reached forward, bracing herself against the ground, and managed to snag hold of my tunic. “I hope this is sturdy material,” she said, trying to pull me up.

      I grit my teeth and kicked to the side, trying to find purchase. Harlow managed to grab hold of my knee, and she lifted it up so that I could loop it over the beam as well. I felt like a pretzel—a very painful pretzel—but the next moment, my leg was over the beam and I was able to use my hands to bring myself up so that I was straddling it, like a gymnast straddles a balance beam.

      Trying hard not to look down, I asked, “How far am I from the edge of the hole?”

      “About a foot. So if you can scoot backward a little—I can grab you under the arms and drag you back onto the grass.”

      I placed both hands on the beam and cautiously shimmied backward. A moment later, Harlow slid her hands beneath my arms, and another moment and I was on the grass, off of the beam. When I was safe, I rolled backward, flat against the earth, staring into the sky, breathing hard.

      Harlow sat down beside me, brushing my hair out of my eyes. “I can’t believe that just happened,” she said.

      “I can’t either. Not the adrenaline rush I prefer to wake me up. I’d rather have caffeine, please.” I took a deep breath and sat up, staring ahead at the hole. “What the hell is that?”

      “It’s a hole.”

      “I know it’s a hole but…is it a sinkhole or what?”

      “I think it’s an old well,” she said. “It appears to have been covered by a thin lid that rotted away.” She paled. “What if Eileen had been out here and run across it?”

      That thought had run through my mind too, and I was suddenly grateful it had been me who found it. I shook my head. “What the hell? Shouldn’t old wells be covered with concrete caps?”

      “I would think so, but I don’t know about any laws regarding it.” She reached out and took my hand. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “I’m okay. My arms hurt, but I’ll just need a massage to take care of that.” As I spoke, James appeared, running behind Taylor.

      “Harlow? Are you all right?” He had a frantic look in his eye that I knew all too well because I had felt that same fear several times over the past months. Joe had fallen a couple times and I hadn’t been close enough to prevent it. I had to just watch in horror as he toppled over—once off the bed, and once when he stood to reach something and lost his balance, falling backward.

      “I’m fine, but Emerald—” she start to say, but James spied the hole and paled, turning to me. “You almost fell in that? I don’t remember that hole.”

      “I broke through the lid that was over it. Harlow helped me, but I don’t mind telling you, I never want to go through that again.” I eased myself over near the edge of the hole and lay down so I could look in. It was dark all the way down, but the sun had shifted and I caught a glimpse of something far down that glinted white. “There’s something down there, and I don’t think it’s water.”

      James frowned, joining me at the edge. “You’re right. That’s not just rock or whatever else is supposed to be at the bottom of a well. If this was a well in the first place.”

      “It’s about the right shape and size for one,” I said. “I know a lot of times when old wells dried up, they covered them so that nobody could fall in. The wood covering this wasn’t just plywood—I think it was a hardwood, but it rotted over time.” I squinted, shading my eyes as I tried to make out what was at the bottom. A chill ran down my spine and I had the sudden desire to flee. I rolled to a sitting position and scooted back. “Get away from the edge. There’s something around here.”

      James looked puzzled but he obeyed without question. All my friends had learned to heed my warnings because nine times out of ten I was right, even when I wasn’t sure what was wrong.

      As we started to stand, the wind picked up and a huge gust rolled past, so strong it nearly knocked Harlow off her feet. She gasped as I looked around, not sure what I was thought would be there.

      “That wasn’t natural,” I said.

      “No, even I could feel that.” James pulled out his phone and began taking pictures of the hole. “I need to get someone in here to cover that up.”

      “Find out what’s inside first,” I said. “There’s something down there.”

      “What are you talking about?” Harlow said.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure, but there’s something about that hole that terrifies me and it’s not just the fact that I almost ended up at the bottom of it.” I had learned to accept that sometimes I would never know what was at the basis of my premonitions, but I had learned to pay attention to them anyway.

      James frowned. “I suppose we’ll need either a very long ladder or someone to belay down to the bottom.”

      “Jimbo,” I said. “Jimbo’s good at stuff like this. I’ll call Murray to see if they can come out.” I put in a call to Murray and explained what we had found. “Whatever we find below, we need to seal up this hole so that nobody else falls in. I could have broken my neck.”

      “I’m off duty today so we can drive out. We’ll be there in an hour or so,” she said. “Jimbo will bring climbing equipment.”

      “Until they get here, let’s go back to the house,” Harlow said when I told them that Murray and Jimbo were on the way. “James, put up a marker so it’s easier to find.”

      While James tied his bandana to a nearby bush, I wandered over to the remains of the old house. I stared at the caved-in roof and the ivy climbing all over the ruins. “I wonder if there’s a basement down there,” I said.

      “Probably,” Harlow said. She whistled to Taylor. “Come on. Let’s go make lunch.”

      As I started to turn away from the house, I felt someone holding my hand. It felt like a child. Startled, I glanced to my side but there was no one there. As I followed James and Harlow back to the house, I wondered just who had lived on this land. There were disquieted spirits here, and I had the feeling they’d find their way into James and Harlow’s house eventually.
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      While Harlow made lunch, I told Joe about what had happened. A shadow of worry fell across his face. I kissed him on the lips.

      “I’m all right, truly,” I said.

      “I know, but you could have been killed.”

      As James and Joe began to discuss what might be down in the well, I crossed the kitchen to where Harlow was making a salad to go with our soup and sandwiches. I took over grating the carrots. We were far enough away from the guys and they were immersed enough in their conversation so that if I spoke softly, they wouldn’t hear us.

      “Joe has to go out with us to see the well. He needs to be part of what we’re doing,” I said, trying to avoid grating my knuckles along with the vegetables.

      James turned around. “We’ve decided to take Em and Joe’s van out there when Murray and Jimbo get here. We’ll need to schlep ladders and ropes and lights, as well.”

      I paused for a moment, wondering if they had heard me, but I knew they hadn’t. Sometimes coincidence was just that. And I realized that Joe didn’t look depressed at all. Had I projected feelings onto him? It was a disconcerting thought, but entirely possible.

      “Fine, that sounds good,” I said, glancing at Harlow, who gave me a little shrug.

      She opened several cans of chunky chicken soup and poured them in a pan, adding water, and then setting the soup to heat. “Turkey and ham sandwiches sound good?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, why don’t we just put all the fixings on the table and then people can make them however they want.”

      “That’s a good idea. Let’s see,” she handed me a tray and opened the fridge. “Turkey breast, sliced ham, cheddar, provolone, Swiss…mustard, mayo—”

      “Ketchup,” I added.

      She shook her head, grinning. “You and your ketchup. All right, ketchup. Lettuce and sliced tomatoes. Avocado—”

      “Are we making sandwiches or are you just trying to clean out your refrigerator?” I snorted. “Butter. I’m not a huge fan of mayo.”

      “Butter…that should do.” She slid the butter dish into one last little open space on the tray and I carried the precariously balanced pile o’ food over to the table, where James jumped up to take it from me. He set it down and Joe began to spread the food out on the table. I returned to Harlow for the dishes. She handed me a stack of six plates, then placed six bowls atop the plates.

      “Enough. I know how expensive your wedding china was and I do not want to wipe out half of it if I stumble.” I winked at her.

      Harlow laughed. “I don’t care. Good china is meant to be used, not just admired, so we’re using it.” She went back to stirring the soup and added a handful of herbs and spices to it, to give it a homemade touch.

      The doorbell rang and James went to answer it. Joe helped me sort out the plates and bowls, and Harlow brought over silverware and a tray full of glasses, along with juice and milk.

      James returned with Jimbo and Murray in tow.

      “Em, are you all right?” Murray asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, but I almost went feet first into the long night.” As we gathered around the table and Harlow carried over the soup tureen, I told Murray and Jimbo about what had happened.

      They were an unlikely couple. He was an old biker type, and Murray was the chief of police. Nobody had ever thought they’d make it in the long term except for Harlow and me, but they had finally gotten hitched after living together for five years, and they were happy as clams. He was leader of the Klickavail Valley biker enclave and he had slowly swung them from running afoul of the law to being more of a community watchdog organization. They now kept track of troublemakers in Chiqetaw rather than being on the list of troublemakers.

      Murray had been my roommate in college, and she had managed to strike a win for Native Americans, establishing a citizens’ council of members of the various Salish tribes around the area. They kept close contact with the mayors of all the smaller cities around northwestern Washington to ensure that the rights of Native Americans weren’t being trampled. Chiqetaw wasn’t all that diverse, but with a full-blooded Native American chief of police, there was a much better chance in our little town for minorities to be treated with respect rather than be railroaded.

      “Cripes. That well should never have been covered over that way. There are laws now about how to go about decommissioning a well here in Washington state, but they only came into being in around the late 1990s. Do you think the previous owners of the land are the ones who capped it?” Murray asked.

      Harlow shook her head. “I doubt it. The cover was so rotten that it had to have taken years for the hardwood to rot through. The couple who owned the land before the bank were in their early thirties. They had dreams of a self-sustaining lifestyle. But they forgot one thing: land costs money, and the mortgage has to be paid. They tried to make a living by selling homemade butter, eggs, honey, and vegetables at the farmers market. Even with the prices low out here, if you don’t have a large-enough farm, you won’t bring in enough income to take care of monthly bills. They finally gave up.”

      “Sounds like a lot of the hippies from the 1960s and 1970s. Starry-eyed idealists. If they had applied some common sense to those ideals, they would have managed that sort of lifestyle a lot more successfully,” I said.

      “True enough. They bought the land about ten years ago and it only took a few years before they were in trouble. The bank foreclosed on it, and that’s when we bought it,” James said. “The house was a shack.”

      “I remember,” I said. “You guys spent six months waiting for the new house to be built.”

      Harlow laughed. “Better that than try to fix up that old farmhouse. Nothing was up to code on it.”

      We settled into eating lunch as the men discussed what equipment we would need to see what was down in the well. After we finished, Harlow and I cleared the table while Murray, James, and Jimbo went to gather the equipment, and Joe headed out to the van to unlock it. We had splurged when we bought it, and the side doors opened via remote control, and a ramp automatically extended.

      Harlow and I rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, then we, along with Taylor, headed out to the driveway where the others were waiting. We all settled into the van and Joe let James drive, since James knew where we were going. We bumped along over the grass until we saw the marker James had erected to show where the well was.

      As we tumbled out of the van, I glanced over at the remains of the old house. There was the silver figure of the girl again, watching with wide eyes.

      I slowly headed her way and she just stood there, waiting as I approached. When I was about three yards away, I stopped. I had learned my lesson about getting too close to spirits, especially when I wasn’t sure if they were actually ghosts or some sort of astral nasty.

      The girl just watched me as the hairs on my arms stood at attention. From what I could tell, her expression was cautious, but also sad. She looked worn down from the years, though it seemed odd to think of a ghost in those terms. Most ghosts lived outside of the time continuum—they didn’t age, didn’t participate in the flow as the years went by.

      “Who are you?” I asked, keeping my voice soft. If she was going to hear me, she would hear a whisper as well as a shout.

      She stood there, unresponsive, just watching. After a moment, I returned to the others.

      James was outfitting Jimbo in a harness as Joe tied the rope around a nearby tree. Luckily, they had brought a long length of rope, because the tree was a good thirty yards away. James fastened the rope onto Jimbo’s harness, and Joe gave the go-ahead.

      Wearing a headlamp strapped around his head, Jimbo approached the edge of the well. James sat on the ground, belaying the rope around his waist as Jimbo slowly began to descend into the hole. I waited till Jimbo was almost out of sight, then crept up on the opposite side of the hole away from the rope and lay down, scooting forward just enough so I could peek over the edge. Murray was standing near James, bracing his shoulders and ready to help if we needed to pull Jimbo up quickly. Harlow and Taylor were nearby, sitting in the grass beside Joe.

      “The sides of the walls are slick,” Jimbo called out. “Lower me more slowly.”

      “Slower,” I shouted in case James hadn’t heard him.

      James continued to belay the rope, lowering Jimbo an inch or so at a time. Jimbo called out something from below, but I couldn’t make out what he said. My phone jangled and I glanced at it to see that he had texted me.

      there’s a skeleton down here. bring me up so i don’t disturb anything in case it’s a crime scene.

      “Oh crap,” I said, sitting up. “Bring him up, but slowly. There’s a skeleton down there. We need to call the cops. The local cops.”

      And just like that, I found myself back in the world of skeletons and potential murders again.
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        * * *

      

      When Jimbo was topside again, Murray put in a call to the Whatcom County sheriff. Glacier was so small it didn’t have a police department. They had to rely on the sheriff and the Washington State Patrol. While we waited for the sheriff to arrive, Jimbo told us what he found down there.

      “There’s a skeleton, all right—the bones are bare and it looks like it’s been there a long time. I think the cap over the well must have protected it from the elements. There’s no water down there—the well looks like it went dry years ago. There are scraps of clothing still down there, and what looks like a…a broken doll.” His voice fell and he shook his head. “It’s a child’s skeleton.”

      I quickly turned back toward the old house. “There’s a little girl’s spirit around that house. I’ve seen her twice—once this morning when Harlow and I came out here walking, and then just as Jimbo was headed down in the well. I also felt someone take my hand—it felt like a child—when Harlow and I headed back to the house earlier.”

      “Oh hell. A kid,” Joe said, the color draining out of his face. “I hate it when we have to deal with a child’s death. Whether it’s illness or accident or murder, it’s always so damned sad.”

      Harlow looked a little sick to her stomach. “I can’t help but think that if Eileen had been out here playing, she might have fallen down there.”

      “Is the fall far enough to kill someone?” I asked Jimbo.

      “Any fall can kill someone, if they land wrong,” Jimbo said. “But as far as wells go, it’s pretty average, at least for ones dug out by hand. And this was excavated with shovels and elbow grease. It’s about twenty feet down, I’d say. I did notice that there appears to be some sort of hole or tunnel against the dirt wall at the bottom. I didn’t have time to explore it. The chances of a cave-in when you’re dealing with wells like this are more than I care to take.”

      He frowned. “I wonder if she fell in while the well was still here? The actual structure over the well has been demolished, so if she fell in while it was still standing, she would have had to crawl over the well itself and that would lead me to think it was deliberate. So—did she jump in? And if not, if she ended up in the well after the fact, then either it hadn’t been capped at the time or…”

      “Or somebody threw her in,” I said, not wanting to voice the words. “How is she lying? Like someone carried her down or—”

      “Actually, the skeleton didn’t look like it was twisted—as if someone fell and landed wrong.” Jimbo shuddered. “Whatever the case, that little child has been down there for a long time. We should see if we can find some report about a missing child in this area from the past…what…sixty years?”

      A few moments later, a sheriff’s car—an SUV, actually—rolled up next to our van. The sheriff and her partner emerged from the car and headed over toward us. Murray stepped forward.

      “Hey, I’m Chief Anna Murray, from Chiqetaw. Thank you for making good time,” she said, smiling. Murray knew a number of officers, both in Bellingham’s police department and in the sheriff’s department.

      “Chief,” the deputy said. “I’m Sergeant Loren Baker, and this is Deputy Ken Keriwinkle. You said you found a skeleton in a well?”

      Murray nodded, leading them over to the edge of the well. “My friend over there—Emerald O’Brien—found the well this morning when she broke through the covering on it and almost ended up at the bottom, which means the covering was put on either before the statutes about decommissioning wells was formed, or it was done secretly. We caught sight of something below and decided to check it out. Let me introduce everyone. James and Harlow Rainmark—they own this parcel of land. Emerald O’Brien and her husband, Joe Files—he was a member of Chiqetaw’s EMT squad until recently. And this is my husband, Jimbo Warren.”

      A flurry of “ma’ams” and “sirs” went around as everybody shook hands. Then Jimbo showed them the pictures he had taken when he was down there.

      “Everything’s as I found it. I didn’t touch anything that I could avoid, and I made certain to avoid walking around so I wouldn’t trample any evidence. I did find a curious hole in one side of the well—here’s a picture of it.”

      As we all leaned in to look, I saw that it was about five feet high and it had been dug into the side of the well. It was no natural formation, that much I could tell.

      “We’ll need to call in a team to bring up the skeleton and examine any evidence down there. Do you know if anybody else knew of the existence of this well?” The sergeant turned to Harlow.

      Harlow shook her head. “Until this morning, even we didn’t have a clue the well was here.”

      “We bought the land a few years back,” James said. “The couple before us…weren’t they named Weston? Ellen and…Dave. They went bankrupt, the bank foreclosed on the house, and we bought it from the bank.”

      The sergeant jotted everything down. “All right, we’ll dig up further specs on the land’s history. I’m going to call in the medical examiner and a forensic team to gather evidence. I’m sorry we’ll be driving over your grass.”

      “That’s fine—this is just an empty field right now. We’re planning on building a fire pit and a guest house out here eventually, but right now…just don’t take down any of the trees and if you could avoid the patches of foxglove, I’d appreciate it,” Harlow said.

      As they talked, I found myself focusing on the ruins of the old house. Crossing my arms, I wandered over to it. The girl’s spirit had vanished, but there was something about the debris that called to me. The remains of the house was pretty much all rubble, but here and there, part of a wall was still standing. The place had been a huge old farmhouse, so it left a large footprint, and I wondered how safe it was to go prowling around. I decided that as long as I avoided the areas that looked like they could collapse at any moment, I’d be fine.

      I worked my way around the perimeter of the house till I came to what must have been the kitchen. The back wall and most of the ceiling had collapsed, and the upper floor looked like it had slid sideways, so that it was more toward the center of the house rather than crashing down on the kitchen. I hesitated, then set one foot on the old floorboards. Nothing happened, so I used my hands to help boost myself so that I was fully up on the main floorboards.

      Scattered all around were the remains of broken cupboards and furniture. I made out what looked like a beautiful old dining table that had gone to rack and ruin thanks to exposure to the elements. There were several broken chairs, and combining with the rubble, broken shards of stoneware and what looked like framed pictures and all sorts of bric-a-brac littered the first floor.

      I leaned over to retrieve one of the picture frames from the mess, wiping it off as I held it up. The frame had broken, but behind the shattered glass was an old black and white photograph. It looked like it had been taken during the 1950s, given the styles in the photograph.

      There were five people in the photograph—a family, I guessed. The father was tall and lean, with the hardened look of a man who had been too weary for too long. He could have been thirty or fifty or even sixty. People seemed to age differently back in the day. My mother’s generation had seemed far older at thirty than I had when I was in my thirties. The woman next to him also looked harsh, but there was a sadness behind her eyes. It was amazing how much I could read from a picture.

      The father was wearing overalls and the mother, a floral dress with a nipped waist. She had on a thin string of pearls and I could almost see the apron she must have been wearing before the photographer took the picture.

      Of the three children, the tallest was a boy who looked to be in his late teens or early twenties, with a buzz cut. He was wearing blue jeans and a button-down shirt. The middle child was another boy, mid-teens, I guessed, but he almost faded into the picture. As I stared at his image, I found it hard to focus on him. Every time I looked at his image, he would blur and vanish and there was a dark look in his eyes that made me nervous.

      The last was a little girl, about nine or ten. She was dressed in what looked to be a frumpy homemade dress. The bow on her collar was askew, and the bow in her head wilted. She looked miserable, and she stood away from the others, as if she didn’t belong.

      As I stared at her, it began to dawn on me that she was the spirit I had seen by the old house. I stared at her picture, unable to look away.

      “Are you the girl in the well?” I whispered. “Are you the one who’s down there? How long have you been asleep? How long have you been hiding in the ruins, watching and waiting? Is that you, down in the well? If so, who put you there? Did you fall in? Did somebody hurt you?”

      Even as I spoke, I could feel her there with me, standing in the ruins, watching and waiting. And I wasn’t sure what she was waiting for, but maybe I could find out, and maybe…just maybe…I could help.
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      I looked around some more, but without diving deep into the ruins, I couldn’t do much more. But when Joe called me and I stepped out of the old farmhouse, I took the picture with me. Before I gave it to the police, I cautiously shook the broken glass out of the frame and then took the picture out. I laid it on the floor of the house and took out my phone, taking several pictures. Then I turned it over and—sure enough—as was the custom with old photos, there were names written on the back. I took a picture of that, as well.

      Ted, Myra, Edgar, Leonard, and Sarah Beth. Easter, 1952.

      That answered the question of the time frame. I took several pictures of the photo and then carried it over to the sergeant. She was shading her eyes, watching the medical examiner’s team as they bumped along toward us, over the open field.

      “I think this might help. I believe they must have owned the old house over there. And Sarah Beth looks young enough to be the girl—” I was about to say “I saw” but I had learned not to open up too quickly to people who didn’t know who I was or what talents I had.

      “Thank you.” Sergeant Baker took the picture. “You should be careful—prowling around in old buildings is dangerous.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know. Been there, done that, paid the price.”

      She glanced at me, her expression curious, but said nothing and went back to talking to the others as they discussed how to bring up the skeleton without disturbing it. I didn’t want to appear too obvious, so while they were discussing their strategy, I wandered toward the ruins of the house again. Jimbo pushed Joe’s chair along beside me.

      “Em, you know something, don’t you?” the grizzled biker asked. Jimbo was a little older than we were, but he had been just as grizzled the day we met about eight years ago. He was tall and burly, and his hair was down to his waist, held back in a neat ponytail. He had originally worn a Z.Z. Top beard, but Murray had told him point-blank that if he wanted to continue kissing her, he had to trim it so that it didn’t cover his chest. Now, it was a respectably bushy beard that was neatly manicured.

      Jimbo wore a leather vest over a T-shirt, and blue jeans with motorcycle boots. At first, when Murray and Jimbo had gotten together, people in Chiqetaw didn’t like having one of their deputies dating a member of the local motorcycle gang. But now Jimbo was the leader of the Klickavail Valley Bikers, and Murray was the Chiqetaw chief of police, and they worked together more often than not.

      I glanced over my shoulder and showed them the picture. “I’ve been seeing that girl’s ghost. I’m pretty sure that’s her skeleton down there.”

      “Has she told you what she wants?” Joe asked.

      I shook my head. “No, not yet. But I have the feeling she’s trapped here because of her body being down there. I’m not sure whether she was murdered or just fell in. Though even that doesn’t make sense because I’m pretty sure the well was in use when she was alive. As Jimbo said, unless it was just a hole in the ground like now, it would take one heck of an accident for her to fall over the side.”

      “Do you think she jumped?” Jimbo asked.

      I paused. I hadn’t considered the option of suicide. But Jimbo was right—even younger children killed themselves on occasion. The thought made me incredibly sad. I wasn’t sure which was worse—a child being killed, or a child choosing to kill herself.

      “I hope not,” I said. “Suicide makes it difficult to move the spirit along. They’re often wracked with the same depression that led them to killing themselves, as well as guilt over the pain they caused family members.”

      “If you were to get closer to the bones, would it help?” Jimbo asked.

      “It might.” I glanced over my shoulder. “I can’t say for sure.”

      The cops were lowering someone down into the well to take pictures. At least, that’s the impression I got, given the man had a camera hanging around his neck. “Say, what about that other entrance you mentioned that you saw?”

      “It was the weirdest thing,” Jimbo said. “It looked like a tunnel leading…” He paused, contemplating the well. “Okay, when I was down there, I was facing north. The other entrance was to my right, so it was facing east. Which means…it was running that direction.” He pointed, and I took a breath. If the tunnel was against the east side of the well, it was in the same direction of the ruins of the house. Jimbo must have figured that out, too, because he said, “Did the house have a basement?”

      “I think so. I get the impression that most of the houses around here did. Or maybe there’s a cellar out back.” The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I knew we were onto something. “Let’s go look.”

      “You can wheel me back to the others, if that’s easier,” Joe said.

      “Why would that be easier?” Jimbo asked, taking hold of the handles on Joe’s chair and pushing him forward.

      One thing the big lug had done was to take me aside after Joe’s accident and warn me against hovering. I’d forever be grateful to him for the pep talk.

      “Joe’s going to feel bad enough about losing his mobility,” Jimbo had said. “Don’t compound it by doing everything for him. Help him when he really needs it, but let him fend for himself whenever possible, and don’t fall into caregiver mode, even if you have to act in that capacity at times. He needs his wife, not a mother. I’ve seen this before, when a couple of our members were in a bad accident that left one of them paralyzed—and I do mean fully paralyzed from the waist down. He can’t stand on his own, even for a few minutes.”

      “How is he doing?” I had asked. “Did he…”

      “He’s adapted to his new life. They call it the ‘new normal,’ and trust me, the sooner you learn to live within the new confines, the better off you’ll be. And the better off Joe will be.” Jimbo had spent a lot of time with Joe, to the point of where they had become best friends, and I realized just how much the biker had helped my husband adapt.

      “Jimbo’s right. We’re nearly to the house, anyway.” I stopped.

      There was something skulking around ahead. Whatever it was, it was large and shadowed, and I knew that it wasn’t human or animal. I wasn’t even sure if it was on our realm. Along with seeing spirits, I had developed a talent for spotting astral nasties—and that was one “gift” that I could do without. There were some freakshow critters on the astral plane, and I had the misfortune to have met a number of them over the years. They were harder to dispel than spirits, and usually more dangerous.

      “What do you see?” Joe said. “I recognize that look. Is it the little girl’s ghost?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure. I don’t really see anything, but…there’s something here. I’m going on ahead. You two stay here so you don’t frighten it off.”

      As I moved ahead, a thick sense of dread shrouded the area, and it took every ounce of courage I had to stand my ground. I wanted to close my eyes—the energy was thick and it beckoned to me, but I forced myself to keep alert and aware. This was no time to go into trance. The last thing I needed right now was for a spirit to jump me and use me like a puppet.

      “Who the hell are you?” I whispered, scanning the house. The entity had darted behind the crumbling house, around to the right. It wasn’t the girl’s ghost—that much I knew. I inched forward, looking for any clue that might tell me what this thing was.

      “Em, be careful,” Joe called.

      I barely heard him, because as he spoke, the shadowed figure darted out from behind the house and came at me, full tilt. I stood there, mesmerized.

      It was about four feet tall, with long arms that reached the ground, reminding me of an orangutan. It—I couldn’t tell if it was male or female—loped along, its knuckles dragging on the ground. Bipedal, the creature had a distended belly and short legs. The face, though, wasn’t apelike at all. It was oval, coming to a point at the chin, and its eyes were dark and almond shaped, with no whites showing in their inky void. Its nose was a very small point jutting out, but even then, I couldn’t make out nostrils, and its mouth was wide and open with needle-like teeth glistening from inside.

      “Crap!” I suddenly shook myself out of my paralysis and whirled, aiming to run back to the men. But I had barely taken three steps when the creature caught hold of me and slammed me to the ground. I shrieked as it brought one hand down my left arm as I tried to ward it off. Its fingernails were as sharp as its teeth looked and they raked down my arm.

      I tried to roll away but couldn’t get out from under the thing as it loomed over me, staring down at me, its mouth open. A trickle of drool splashed down and I shrieked again when it hit the side of my face—it felt like battery acid. I struggled again, but the next thing I knew was that Jimbo made a flying leap. He slammed into the creature, knocking it away, and he landed on the other side of me. Quickly, he was up again and grabbed my arm, pulling me to my feet.

      The creature had vanished.

      “What the hell?” he said. “What happened? We saw you fall and you looked like you were fighting with something, but we couldn’t see anything there.” He glanced around, confused, then looked down at me. “Your cheek and your arm…”

      I held out my arm. There were four long streaks on it, welted up and bleeding and turning an angry red. My cheek burned. I was about to reach for it, to feel it, but Jimbo caught my wrist.

      “Don’t. You need that looked at before you touch it. It looks like an acid burn.” He swept me up and carried me back to Joe, over my protest.

      “I can walk—”

      “Shuddup, woman.”

      When Joe saw me, his eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

      Jimbo sat me down by Joe’s side and pulled out his phone. “I’m getting James out here. Even though we aren’t that far from the well, I don’t want you walking back and we can’t leave Joe here in case it returns. If you have any venom or toxin in your system from whatever attacked you, walking can speed up your circulation and send it flooding through your body.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Joe rested a hand on my shoulder. “Sit down until James gets here.”

      I settled onto the grass and a few moments later, James came on the run.

      “Push Joe’s chair back, will you? I’m carrying Emerald.”

      James gave me a long look, and when he saw the wound on my cheek and the long scratches on my arm, he silently began to push Joe back through the grass.

      We reached the others a few minutes later. Murray took one look at me and hustled over. “Angelique!” she called, and one of the ME’s team members hurried over. “Angelique is an EMT. She can take a look at you.”

      “I could have Joe do that—”

      “Let Angelique do it.” Murray motioned for the paramedic—a statuesque blonde with the darkest brown eyes I’d ever seen—to look me over.

      She led me to one side and examined my arm and my cheek. “You need to go to the hospital. I think you’ve got an infection going already. What attacked you?”

      “I dunno,” I mumbled. “All right. I’ll have to ferry back everybody in the van first, before I can drive to—”

      “We’re about to take the skeleton into the coroner’s office. I can drop you off at the urgent care clinic in Maple Falls,” Angelique said. “One of your friends can follow and pick you up.”

      I nodded. “How long until we go?”

      “Five minutes. They’ve brought the skeleton up. We’ll take off while the rest of the team stays to look for evidence at the bottom of the well.” She hustled me into the front of the hearse, which was definitely a first for me.

      Murray promised to meet me there in a while.

      As I sat in the front of the hearse, I became aware of whispers around me. I frowned, glancing around, and realized that they were coming from the walls of the car. I couldn’t catch any actual words, but they were like murmurs on the wind—low and subtle but continual. Had a spirit been trapped in the car when Angelique picked up a body? Or were the voices—there were more than one—just static caught in the space-time continuum?

      I leaned my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes while I waited. It was almost as though the voices chattering away were like a blanket, and I realized that they were soothing—like white noise. I yawned—suddenly exhausted—and before I could stop myself, I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up when the hearse came to a sudden stop. Realizing I was no longer at Harlow’s, I glanced out the window. We were in the parking lot of the urgent care clinic.

      Angelique turned to me. “You stay here. I’m going to ask them to bring out a wheelchair. Don’t protest. The fact that you slept all the way here tells me something’s wrong.” She hopped out of the hearse and took off inside.

      My arm was burning, and so was my face. I pulled down the sun visor and opened the mirror attached to the back. There was a deep burn across my right cheek. It was only an inch or so long, but it looked inflamed and full of pus. Grimacing, I had to force myself to leave it alone.

      I glanced over my shoulder, toward the back, where the curtains covered the window between the front seat and the holding bay. Intending to peek at the skeleton, I pulled back the curtain, but all I saw was a body bag.

      Angelique returned, along with a wheelchair and a medic. I pushed open the door but as I stepped out of the car, a swirl of dizziness sent me reeling and I started to fall. The medic beside her caught me, and sat me down in the wheelchair.

      “Oh man,” I managed to gasp out. “I didn’t think I was this bad off.”

      “You’ll be okay now,” she said, smiling.

      Then she handed me my purse and hustled around to the driver’s side. I watched the hearse retreat, easing out of the parking lot, back onto the road. I was grateful for her help, but I knew that at some point, we’d have to face the creature again and get rid of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I need to make a phone call,” I said, as the medic wheeled me into the building. The medic parked me near the admissions desk and I pulled out my phone and called Joe.

      “I’m here. Angelique took off, so I have to wait till Murray gets here to get back to Harlow’s.”

      “How are you feeling, sweetheart?” His voice was filled with worry.

      “Sore, tired…and by the looks of how many people are here, it may be awhile before I’m taken back to see the doctor.”

      “Murray left right after Angelique did. She’ll be there soon. Please, take care of yourself and don’t get in any more scrapes till you’ve seen the doctor.” He paused, then said, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said, glancing around. A nurse was headed my way with a clipboard and a bunch of forms. “I’m about to be assaulted with the dreaded admissions forms, so I’d better go.”

      As the nurse approached, I said good-bye and reached for the clipboard, but as I did so, my arm hurt so much that I let out a cry. The scratches looked as puffy as the mark on my face. I was left-handed, so this would make it a challenge to fill out the information.

      Usually astral nasties couldn’t do much on the physical level unless they moved over to it—but that happened all too frequently. I’d seen it happen before, but this was one of the first times I’d been attacked so viciously. I wasn’t even sure what it was—it could be some sort of imp, or maybe a gremlin… Or a demon, a little voice in my head whispered.

      I tried to push the thought aside. The last thing I needed to do was go up against a demon. A lot of people thought that demons didn’t exist, but they did. Where they came from, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t a Christian. But I did know that both good and evil existed, and I knew that what I had been facing was definitely on the side of evil.

      “Can you fill these out?” the nurse asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m left-handed—” I stopped as Murray burst through the doors. She hurried over.

      “I came as fast as I could.”

      “Are you a family member?” the nurse asked.

      Murray shook her head. “No, but I’m closer than her sister. Does that count?”

      “I only ask because she’s having difficulty filling out these forms and I wondered if you might be able to help her.”

      Murray took the clipboard and pushed me over to one of the chairs, where she sat down and began filling out the forms. “Height? Weight?”

      “I’m five-four and one-sixty. And I’m being honest.” I tried to grin at her, but it came out as a weak laugh and tears welled up in my eyes. “My arm really hurts.”

      “I know it does,” she said, setting down the admissions forms. “Jimbo told me what happened. Can you describe the creature? I know we can’t officially file a report on an invisible attacker, but in case anybody else happens to report seeing something like it, I’d like to have a record.”

      I nodded. “I’m not likely to forget it—” Pausing, I waited as a woman walked by us toward the admissions desk. She was sporting one hell of a shiner and I caught a glimpse of a tall man screaming and lashing out at her. Sometimes, I hated being so in tune that I could catch people’s thoughts when super-strong emotions were involved. Over the years I had learned how to ward myself from most of them, but now and then somebody broke through.

      The nurse was headed our way again so Murray hurried to finish filling out the forms, and I handed her my insurance card so she could fill out that part.

      “The doctor’s ready to see you,” the nurse said, taking hold of my chair. “We’ll bring her back soon,” she added to Murray.

      “I’ll finish these for her and take them to the desk.” Murray held up the clipboard, as the nurse wheeled me into the back.
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        * * *

      

      The doctor frowned as he examined my wounds. “How did you get these?”

      “Something attacked me while I was poking around an abandoned house.” I did not volunteer to describe what it was. I had the feeling the doctor wasn’t the type to entertain tales from the dark side, so to speak. He seemed all business, no-nonsense, and a little too tired for comfort.

      “What was it? Animal? Human?”

      “I have no clue,” I said. “Animal, I think. I was poking around and whatever it was, knocked me down. I was fighting it off when I fainted. Woke up a few minutes later when a friend found me.” I tried to make it as vague as possible because from just being in this doctor’s presence for under a minute, I knew without a doubt that he wouldn’t believe a thing I said. And I didn’t have the time or energy to fight off a suggestion to visit the psych ward.

      “Hmm…peculiar,” he muttered, glancing at me. “Were you on anything? Smoking anything?”

      I started to grimace, then stopped. Pot was legal now, at least in our state. That would be a good excuse for why I might not know what had attacked me. I decided to go with it. “Just a little weed,” I said, shrugging. I scrambled to think of a name that sounded potent. “Kona…berry—I think it’s Konaberry Gold.” Now to hope the doctor didn’t know his marijuana brands.

      “Hawaiian? Figures.” He sighed, setting down the clipboard. “Let me see here…you got yourself scratched up good, Ms. O’Brien.” He began to frown when he examined the marks raking my arm. “I’d say a bobcat, maybe. As for your face, you probably fell from the attack and landed on something like a corroded battery.”

      He was stretching it, but as long as he believed it and didn’t press me, I was okay with being a stoned klutz who attracted local wildlife.

      “I suppose that could be it,” I said. I was beginning to feel really queasy. “So, do you think I have an infection? I feel queasy and exhausted.”

      “If you didn’t eat much for breakfast, an attack like that could cause nausea. You’ve lost enough blood to make you feel dizzy, but not enough that I need to give you a transfusion. However, those wounds look angry. I’m going to flush them out, then give you a strong antibiotic to knock out whatever might be growing in there.”

      Visions of Alien danced in my mind and I cringed. “Whatever you need to do.”

      As the doctor began to prep me for treatment, he shook his head again and said, “Now, young woman—”

      “I’m forty-five,” I said.

      “I’m seventy-two. You’re a young woman to me,” he countered. “Maybe this will teach you not to get stoned and go poking around places where you could get hurt.”

      I tuned him out at that point as he called a nurse in and they began to treat my wounds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I was back at Harlow’s house, she installed me on the sofa, cautioning me to call for help if I needed to use the powder room. I didn’t feel dizzy anymore, but I felt exhausted. Murray was making dinner, Joe was hovering over me, James and Jimbo were out examining the well. The cops and coroner had finished with their work.

      I shifted, uncomfortable and in pain. The actual cleaning of the wounds had been more painful than getting them, but now I was on a heavy dose of antibiotics, the scratches had been medicated and dressed, and I felt like a steamroller had hit me. The doctor had told me to take ibuprofen for the pain, instead of smoking weed. I had just nodded and let him ramble.

      “So, first off, what was that thing and how do you think it related to the girl’s death, if at all?” Murray asked, carrying a TV tray over so I could eat dinner while lying down.

      I propped myself up, wanting to protest so I could eat at the table, but the fatigue from the attack was growing and I realized that I was just too tired for much of anything.

      “I don’t know. Maybe it pushed her over the side, or threw her down there. I don’t even know what it is, or whether it was around when she was alive.” My mind flickered back to the tunnel Jimbo had seen. “Did the cops mention anything about that tunnel?”

      Jimbo shook his head. “No. Up here, they don’t seem excited enough to check out anything they don’t have to.”

      “That’s not fair,” Murray said, peeking her head around the corner. “The Whatcom sheriff’s department is underfunded. They get a lot of accidents up here from the farming community, as well as from the good ol’ boy hunters who can’t tell the difference between a large bulk and their best bubba. Hell, even my aunt, White Deer, can take down a stag better than most of the bros out here. Add booze to the equation, which they usually do, and it makes for an emergency room full of idiots.”

      “True enough. I can tell you, among the Klickavail Bikers, we do our best to make certain our members aren’t doing stupid shit like playing Russian roulette or stabscotch.” Jimbo shrugged.

      “What’s stabscotch?” I asked.

      Jimbo pressed his hand flat against the coffee table, spreading his fingers as he pulled out a knife. “You know this game?”

      I nodded. “Got it. Yeah.” I paused, then said, “I want to explore that tunnel down in the well. I know that creature came from there. I wonder—was it there before the well was built?”

      “No,” Joe said. “You are not going down in that well.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “You know very well it’s useless to tell me not to do something. In fact—”

      “It only acts like a dare. I know, I know. But for once, I wish you’d listen to reason.”

      I shifted, wincing as I sat up. The pain was rough, but then again, the wounds were fresh. By tomorrow I’d be stiff but not nearly as sore. I hoped.

      “Listen for a minute. That creature has been here a long time. My gut tells me it was responsible, at least in part, for that little girl’s death. Do you really want Eileen wandering around and coming in contact with it? You saw what it did to me. Think what it could do to a seven-year-old.” I stared at him, letting my words sink in.

      Joe let out a long sigh. “I get it. But promise me you won’t go off on your own. Take Jimbo or Murray with you.”

      I nodded. “I promise I won’t tackle this on my own. But we have to do something about it, or there’s a chance tragedy will strike again, and this time for Harlow and James.”
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        * * *

      

      By the next morning, I was up on my feet again. When Joe changed the dressing on my arm, the gashes were still looking gnarly, but they weren’t the same angry red, and they looked like they were starting to heal. The same thing for the gash on my cheek.

      Murray had to get back to Chiqetaw, but Jimbo offered to stay to help me scope out what that creature was and try to figure out a way to take care of it. James had a meeting in town, and Harlow headed off to buy groceries, leaving the three of us—Joe, Jimbo, and me—at the house.

      Joe was on his laptop, frowning as he combed through website after website.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked.

      “Anything matching the description of that creature you saw. I’m checking out local legends, indigenous legends, urban legends, anything of the sort.” He frowned. “This area seems to be teeming with paranormal activity. There are stories of farmers around here who found their cows, mutilated. A lot of UFO reports from people who aren’t normally into that sort of thing.”

      “In other words, it’s not surprising to find some creepy critter out here.” I frowned. “I still can’t shake the feeling this thing came off the astral plane and either got stuck here, or decided to make a nest.” I paused, then asked, “Can you look up unusual deaths and/or disappearances around here? See if you can come across any pattern? The girl in the well had to have been reported missing…or you would think.”

      “That depends. There have been cases where entire families buried dark secrets. If a family member killed her, the rest of the family might have covered it up to protect the killer.” Jimbo shook his head. “That happens more than you might like to think. The family either say they ran away, or some mysterious aunt whisked the kid off to Europe or some such excuse.”

      It boggled my mind as to how someone could do that, but then again, I’d been privy to too many dark secrets in the past.

      “Here—I found a list of missing persons in the area. First, Washington state is in the top five states in the nation for missing persons each year. There are currently almost seven hundred people reported missing in Washington, and…whoa…between Maple Falls to Glacier, the ratio of missing persons jumps by a disproportionate number. And the oldest cold case on record is from well over seventy years ago.” He paused, then said, “A lot of people go missing in the national parks, you know. I remember learning that some time ago.”

      “I remember hearing that,” I said. “So, was there a missing persons report from this farm any time that you can find out?”

      Joe scanned through the list on the screen, and then he said, “Yes, actually—back in 1955, a girl was reported missing. Sarah Beth Eversong. She was nine. Her parents reported her missing. The last time they saw her was when she headed out to feed the chickens. She didn’t come back, her father went out looking and couldn’t find any sign of her. They never did find her.”

      “Do some research on the Eversong family.” I crossed to the window, staring out into the brilliant day. It was bright—too bright for my usual comfort—but right now I welcomed the light. The wounds on my arm burned, but even though I was stiff, it was better than the day before.

      “Em?” Joe broke into my thoughts. “I found another mention of the Eversong family. This time it’s about Leonard Eversong.”

      “He was, I believe, the middle child in their family,” I said. “What does it say?”

      “He was convicted in 1964 of sexually assaulting a girl on the Western Washington State College campus—what’s now Western Washington University. Apparently, he was part of an underground cult who practiced summoning demons—and other beings—and though they had broken up by the time he was arrested, every member had been in some run-in with the cops.”

      “Summoning demons? Hmm…I wonder.” My phone rang, interrupting my thoughts. It was Murray—I could tell by the ringtone. I had set her number to the song “Renegade” by Styx, which made me feel older than dirt, but it was one of her favorite songs and it always made me think of her when I heard it.

      “Hey Mur,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I got a call from the coroner. They’ve autopsied the skeleton. And…it’s odd.” Her voice shifted to a tone that told me she was confused.

      “What’s odd?”

      “Well, either the girl fell down the well when there was water in it, or she was carefully placed in there when it was dry. Absolutely no signs of damage from falling. Also, and this is just the icing on the cake—the girl was eaten.”

      I held my breath. “What the hell?”

      “They found bite marks on most of the bones, in regular patterns. The girl was eaten, Em. Gnaw the bone, finger-licking-good eaten.” She cleared her throat.

      “Eaten? You mean like in animals finding her dead body and eating her?” I sincerely hope she would say yes. The alternative was too gruesome.

      “Actually, by the pattern of the bite marks, the coroner is pretty sure that whoever ate her wasn’t just picking off remains. Do you think…?”

      “That the creature I saw ate her? What kind of teeth?”

      “Whoever ate her had extremely sharp teeth, and that they weren’t human. There was no sign of any molars, either. Most of the bite marks were extremely sharp. Which means either a total carnivore, or something we’ve never seen before. The coroner said it’s like no other animal bite marks he had seen before.”

      I sucked in a slow, deep breath. “Have they identified her? That girl in the picture? Her name was Sarah Beth Eversong.”

      “Right, and Sarah Beth was classified a runaway. The sheriff’s office will do due diligence and see what they can find.” She paused, then said, “If that creature is the one who dragged her off and ate her, we have to put a stop to it. Did Joe say he found any indication of other missing persons reports in this area?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Apparently this area has a disproportionate number of missing people. From Maple Falls up to Glacier.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll see what I can find out about Sarah Beth, but I doubt if there’s anybody in the area who would remember her. That was a long time ago.”

      “Somehow I don’t think going over to the neighbors and knocking on doors asking if they remember a missing girl is going to do much good,” I said. “Harlow was telling me earlier that most of these old farms out here have been bought up over the years.” I paused, then added, “I think we need to check into that tunnel. If this creature abducted her and ate her and threw her skeleton in the well, maybe its nest is down there.” Although I didn’t relish the idea of heading down the well, it seemed to be our only choice.

      “If you do, take Jimbo with you. Under no circumstance are you to go down into that well alone.”

      I agreed. Even though my curiosity was burning, my common sense was even stronger. I had no desire to end up on the dinner plate like poor Sarah. By now, I was positive that both the girl’s ghost and the skeleton belonged to Sarah Eversong.

      As I hung up, Joe and Jimbo looked at me expectantly. I told them what Murray had found.

      “We need to check out the tunnel,” I said, looking at Jimbo.

      He nodded. “If that thing is a people-eater, we have to stop it before it claims another victim. Who knows how many people it’s killed over the years?”

      Thoughts of Eileen ending up at the mercy of the creature filled my mind. I tried to shake them away, but Sarah was proof that bad things could happen to anybody at any age.

      “What do we need?”

      Jimbo pulled out a sheet of paper and started listing items so that we wouldn’t forget them. “Rope, water, weapons, and some form of usable fire. I doubt that we can come up with a flamethrower on short notice, but we need to have something that creates fire. We’ll also need flashlights, and a first-aid kit.”

      “I always carry a lighter on me. You never know when you’re going to need flame,” I said.

      I didn’t want to think about attacks. I didn’t want to think about anything like that. I just wanted to find whatever it was we were facing and get it over with.

      The reports of UFOs in the area made me wonder. I had never really encountered aliens of any sort, except for the Warriors of the Mountain. And the Warriors of the Mountain weren’t really aliens, per se, but a subsection of shadow people.

      One thing I had learned over the years was that legends could be real, and creatures existed beyond the realm of our wildest imagination.

      “I still don’t like this,” Joe said. “You know I’m going to worry about both of you. And I can’t go with you to be of any use.”

      “I worried about you every day when you were on call,” I said. “This world is a dangerous place, and there’s no space that’s really safe. Not even at home. When my house was invaded by the astral creature during the time I was trying to help Susan Mitchell’s ghost, I learned that even home can be a death trap. But you know as well as Jimbo and I do that Harlow and James aren’t up to dealing with this themselves.”

      Joe nodded. “Yeah, I do. I recognize that. I just wish I could help out more.”

      “You are helping. The research helps, more than you imagine.” I wanted him to feel better, but I also meant what I said. Going out in the field to take care of some astral creature wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. But without proper research, it was all the more dangerous. “Jimbo will be with me, so I’ve got some brawn on my side.”

      Joe laughed, nodding. “I guess you’re right. I just have to accept that my place in the world has shifted. I’m going to have to rely more on my brains now than my muscles.”

      “Dude, how many people have you saved over the years?” Jimbo asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve helped a lot of people, but if you mean actually saved their lives—then I’d say fifteen to twenty. Why?”

      “How many people can say they’ve saved one life, let alone fifteen to twenty?” Jimbo shook his head and slapped Joe on the shoulder. “You have done more in your life so far than most of us will ever do in terms of helping people. Now, your help is just going to be coming from a different angle.”

      Joe said nothing, but I could tell he was thinking over what Jimbo had said.

      Jimbo turned me. “I’ll get what we need from my truck.” He and Murray had come in separate vehicles. Now, Jimbo headed out to his beat-up old pickup. How the thing still ran, I had no clue, but it ran smoother than most cars. Jimbo constantly worked on the vehicle, tuning it up and replacing parts. It might look like a relic from the 1950s, but it ran like one of today’s SUVs.

      I flexed my arm, wincing a little bit as the scabs pulled. “You’re right, you know. If we don’t catch that thing, chances are good it will eventually target Eileen. And it would kill Harlow if something happened to her. She can’t have another, so Eileen is all she has.”

      “How about you?” Joe asked. “Are you okay with the fact that we never had any more kids?”

      I had thought about it a lot during the past seven years. I had been so certain we were going to have twins—I had seen it in a premonition. But my body wasn’t willing to cooperate.

      At first I mourned, because though I hadn’t thought about having more kids, something inside perked up when I thought about building our family. After reality hit, I had grieved for a few months. But I had Kip and Miranda, and they treated Joe like the father Roy should have been. I was lucky, and I had started to focus on what I did have rather than what I didn’t have.

      “I’m good,” I said. “I love our life, and I don’t feel any lack. Truth is, I didn’t expect to find love again. Not after Roy. I didn’t know if I could trust again. Then you came along, and you swept me off my feet. And you still do,” I said leaning down to plant my lips on his.

      I meant what I said. Joe might be disabled now, but it didn’t change the way I felt about him. I wished he could be his old self again, for his sake more than anything else. But who he was now—disability and all—well, he was still my beloved Joe. And he always would be.

      He let out a sigh, leaning back. “I want you,” he said. “I don’t suppose we have time to sneak off to our room?”

      “I wish we did. I would absolutely get naked for you, but Jimbo should be back in a moment and—” I stopped, turning when Jimbo entered the room.

      “I heard that,” Jimbo said, grinning. “I promise I’ll bring her back in one piece as soon as I can so you two can get your groove on. Meanwhile, we’ll take our phones and keep in touch with you.” He motioned to his backpack. “I think I have everything we need. Are you ready?”

      “Should we wait for James to get back?”

      Jimbo shook his head. “I don’t think it’s wise for us to take Harlow or James with us. Neither one has really dealt with anything like this before. And while I’m getting older and you’re—”

      “Don’t say it! I know I’ve put on some padding, but I still go to the gym twice a week.”

      Jimbo grinned, shaking his head. “I wasn’t going to mention your extra padding. I was going to say that you’re still injured from yesterday. But I think you can handle it, and I know you would tell me if you couldn’t.” It was a statement, not a question, but I realized that he wanted an answer.

      “I’m all right. I ache a little, but nothing is going to put a damper on me moving around. Let me go switch out my shoes for sneakers.” I was wearing a pair of chunky-heeled ankle boots, and they weren’t the best for uneven ground or mucky, muddy holes. I ran upstairs to change—I had left my clothes in the upstairs closet so as not to clutter our bedroom space downstairs. While I was at it I changed into an older shirt. Then, deciding it was now or never, I headed back downstairs to Jimbo, to go monster hunting.
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      Jimbo and I stood by the edge of the well, staring down into it. I glanced at him. We had been at odds when we first met, and he had even shattered my front window with a brick, but now I considered him a good friend. In fact, I had found that he had certain kind of wisdom that a lot of my other friends lacked. It came from being streetwise, rather than book-learned.

      He had returned to vocational school a few years ago to get certified so that he could open a mechanic’s shop and show proof that he knew what he was doing. He didn’t really need it, he knew cars inside and out, and motorcycles too, but that paper certificate seemed to assure his customers.

      “How do you think she got down there?” I asked.

      “I think the creature carried her off and ate her, then after the well was closed over, the thing dragged her remains in there through that tunnel. Whatever we’re dealing with, it isn’t stupid. And it doesn’t want to get caught.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s from the astral plane,” I said. “So, how are we going to work this?”

      “First, you’re going to take this.” He handed me a big old butcher knife in a sheath. “Snap it on your belt.”

      “You really think that is going to work on an astral creature?”

      “I have no idea. But just in case we can’t beat it off with sticks and stones, at least we can give this a try.”

      I looped the sheath over my belt strap, snapping it shut. It made me self-conscious to wear it, but I had to admit, I felt better with some sort of protection.

      “We have no idea it’s going to be effective against this creature, so we’re going in armed.” He handed me a headlamp, and I slipped it on my head after flipping it on to a steady, moderate beam.

      Jimbo had also brought a hammer and nails. He laid the beam that Harlow had dragged over the day before across one end of the hole, then found a crossbeam that looked in good condition. He sawed it in half, then nailed each side of the crossbeam to form a sturdy brace overhead. It left us enough room to go down into the hole, but it would prevent either beam from breaking and falling in after us. I patiently waited till he was done, and then he looped a rope ladder over the beam and unrolled it, letting it drop down into the well.

      “Have you ever used a rope ladder before?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I may have, but honestly, I don’t remember. It doesn’t look that difficult.”

      “It’s not that easy, either. The main key is to keep it from twisting as you climb down. Try not to let it swing too much, and try not to flail.” He paused, then said, “Maybe I should go down first and hold the end steady for you.”

      I didn’t protest. Jimbo knew what he was talking about.

      He crawled on top of the crossbeams, using them to brace himself as he swung one leg down onto the rope ladder. I watched him descend, taking note of how he maneuvered.

      A few moments later, he called up that he was ready.

      I took a deep breath, staring at the crossbeams, and then—on my hands and knees—I tried to replicate his movements, cautiously placing my left knee on the main beam, then swinging my right leg out so my foot could catch hold of the first rung. I was holding on so tightly that my knuckles were white.

      My foot hit the rung and I bit my lip. The ladder didn’t feel steady, but I finally managed to get both feet on the rungs and then—shaking—lowered my right foot to the next rung while still holding onto the beams. As I began to descend, I was growing more grateful that Jimbo was holding the end of the ladder. I couldn’t imagine trying to climb down if it was swinging freely. I finally made it to the bottom, and stepped off, still shaking.

      “I don’t like that,” I said. “I hope going up is easier.”

      “It actually is, so take heart. All right, see over there?” He turned his head to the side, his light shining against the wall of the well. “There’s the tunnel. I’m surprised the cops aren’t going to check it out.”

      “Because of a cold case from years ago? I kind of doubt they have the manpower to deal with it, given all the crap going on in Bellingham right now.”

      Bellingham had been besieged by protests, and while I agreed with a lot of the protesters, it still meant that the cops were spread thin and wide. A few had been fired for outing themselves as bad seeds, and the whole police department was going through a shakeup.

      “The tunnel looks almost big enough to stand up in.” I tried to gauge the height. It was almost as tall as me.

      “I’d say it’s about five feet high,” Jimbo said. “When I was down here before, I didn’t want to disturb anything, so I didn’t take a good look at it.”

      As we approached the tunnel, I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It was the same feeling I had had when I was in the ruins of the house, right before I was attacked. I sucked in a deep breath and said, “There’s something down here. I don’t know whether it’s still here but I can feel the residue energy. I think it’s coming from the same creature that attacked me yesterday. Be careful.”

      Jimbo nodded, snapping open the sheath that held his own knife in place, similar to the one he had given me. He pulled out a wicked-looking butcher knife, holding it cautiously as he approached the tunnel. I thought of doing the same, but if I tripped, I could easily impale Jimbo’s ass on the blade. I stayed a step or two behind to give him room.

      The well wasn’t very wide—although it widened out at the bottom to about six feet in diameter. I could see the imprint where the skeleton had laid for so many years. Skirting the outline, feeling that it was somehow sacred, I joined Jimbo at the mouth of the tunnel.

      “Well, we’re here,” Jimbo said. “Are you ready?”

      I knew it was a rhetorical question, but I nodded. “Lead on, MacDuff.”

      Jimbo arched one eyebrow. “Shakespeare, right?”

      I nodded. “I’ve been rereading the classics in preparation for the night class I want to take. Now that Harlow’s writing books, I kind of want to do something to expand my mind.”

      What I didn’t say was that I was feeling slightly inadequate given her success. While I was thrilled for her, I had decided to at least make myself more aware of the world in which she now lived. With one of my best friends the chief of police, and the other a rising star in the publishing world, I felt more left out than I cared to let on. While my shop was successful in its own right, it felt like there was nowhere to go unless I wanted to open yet another business.

      “Okay, here goes.” Jimbo had to crouch down, given he was well over six feet, but he was nimble and knew how to navigate small spaces. I was lucky. At five-four, I only had to hunch over a little.

      I had expected the air in the tunnel to be musty, but to my surprise it seemed to be flowing fairly freely. The floor of the tunnel was worn down, and it made me think that someone or something had used it regularly throughout the years.

      I glanced at the sides, wondering if we had somehow managed to stumble on an old mineshaft. But if the tunnel had been here when the well was dug, the water would have just flowed into the passage, and the well wouldn’t have been very productive.

      Still feeling chills, from the energy more than anything else, I cautiously glanced over my shoulder to make sure nothing was coming up to bite us in the butt.

      “What the…” Jimbo trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      “Peek around me.”

      I did as he asked, gasping as I saw what looked like a foundation at the end of the tunnel. There was a hole in it, with broken bits of cement all around. I closed my eyes, visualizing where we would be if we were up on top. We’d be…beneath the ruins of the house.

      “Do you realize where we are?” I pointed upward.

      Jimbo paused, then nodded. “We’re underneath part of the house. But that can’t be the foundation. Basements aren’t twenty feet below ground.”

      “No, they aren’t. So why don’t we find out what’s going on?”

      Jimbo cautiously approached the hole, his blade held firmly in his right hand. While I didn’t feel confident in my ability to use it, I unsnapped the sheath on my own knife and slowly withdrew it, pointing it to the side so that he wouldn’t back up onto it. As we approached the crumbling wall, Jimbo took a deep breath, then looked back at me. I silently nodded. As he stepped through, he immediately switched his headlamp onto the brightest setting.

      I paused for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the shift in light, and then switched mine to the high setting as well. Then I followed him.

      One look around told me that we weren’t in a basement. A set of stairs had been built against the side of the wall, leading up to a trap door on the ceiling.

      That must be the floor of the basement, given the height of this room, I thought.

      Several load-bearing posts around the room held up the ceiling. The room was about twelve by fourteen, which was probably also the size of their cellar.

      I tried to imagine the creature I had seen building this, but it just didn’t compute. But if the creature hadn’t built it, then who had? A glance around the room showed that there was nothing down here except some etchings carved into the concrete.

      Jimbo let out a grunt. “Em, look over there.”

      I turned around and looked in the direction he was pointing.

      Against one wall was a cage about four feet wide by six feet tall. It had iron bars, and the door was shut, the lock looking rusted. But two of the side bars had been bent, leaving a hole that gaped large enough to step through. Whatever had been in there had managed to escape.

      I paused, staring at the large circle that had been carved into the concrete. Within the circle were strange markings, none of which I recognized right off-hand. Then everything clicked and I realized that the markings were magical symbols, and that whatever magic had been performed here had been very dark and very dangerous.

      Leonard Eversong, I thought. He had been part of a cult and now it seemed that maybe his whole family had been party to it, given how extensive this structure was.

      I looked from the floor to the cage, to the floor again and then I knew what the markings represented. This was a circle of summoning, and that creature had come through during a ritual. They had trapped it inside the cage. But it had been stronger than they expected and managed to escape. And it had killed and eaten Sarah Beth Eversong.

      I turned back to Jimbo. “The family who owned this farm—their son was a chaos magician, and I have a feeling that the father, and maybe the mother, were as well. They summoned that creature here, trapped it, and it got free. It’s trapped over here in our world. I don’t think it can return home.”

      “You mean someone in this family was a witch?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “More like a chaos magician, or maybe a ceremonial magician. Most witches I know don’t go around summoning creatures from the nether world unless it’s by accident or stupidity. No, they deliberately summoned the creature and trapped it in that cage.”

      At that moment, I felt someone by my side. I jerked, whirling around expecting the worst, but there was Nanna, dressed in the same floral dress that I had always seen her in since she had died. She looked worried as she pointed to the circle.

      You must activate this. Soon, because it’s your only hope of getting rid of that imp.

      I stared at her. “Imp? Activate the circle? I don’t know how to do that.”

      “Em, um…who are you talking to?” Jimbo asked.

      I glanced at him. “Nanna is here. She told me to activate the circle before it’s too late. Except I don’t know how. I’ve never worked with this type of magic before.”

      “You better figure it out really quick,” he said, his eyes glued on the opposite wall where the staircase was.

      “Why?” I said, turning slowly. And that was when I saw the creature, coming down the stairwell, its eyes shining as it gazed at us. And it looked pissed.

      Holy hell. I knew why Nanna wanted me to activate the circle. I could send the creature back to its home world through the same circle that had brought it here.

      “Keep it busy while I try to figure this out.” I dropped down to my knees and began to examine the symbols, trying to remember everything I knew about ceremonial magic. While I didn’t practice it, some aspects overlapped with my own traditions.

      Jimbo raised his knife. “Stay back,” he said.

      The imp paused, eyeing both of us carefully.

      Meanwhile, I was frantically trying to read the symbols, but there were at least a dozen of them spaced evenly around the circle. I finally found one that I recognized as earth, pointed toward the north. That meant…yes! To the west was the symbol for water. Which meant, to the south…yep! Fire. And to the east, air. As I leaned closer, I saw the stubs of old taper candles, fixed into holes that were placed with each elemental symbol.

      Whoever had built this had created a physical circle—a permanent fixture where everything was set up for ritual. Light the candles, the voice in my head urged.

      I fumbled in my pocket and found the lighter I always carried. I quickly lit the four candles, and then, moved to the center where—as I had thought—there was yet the stub of another candle. I lit it as well. As the candles flared to life, I noticed that there were four channels in the concrete that led from each elemental symbol to the center.

      Jimbo let out a shout and I turned as he lashed out at the creature, which had darted his way. Jimbo missed clipping him with the knife as the creature jumped back.

      Breathing heavily, I turned back to stare at the circle.

      “Nanna said it’s an imp. So…where do imps come from?” I stared at the candles. “Fire! They come from the realm of fire!”

      Nanna clapped her hands, her eyes gleaming. She wasn’t allowed to tell me how to do things, for the most part. Her role in my life as a spiritual guardian was limited, and neither one of us knew why. We were just aware that there were things she could do, and things she couldn’t.

      Frantic to find something combustible, I looked around the room.

      In one corner lay some smaller beams that had crashed through from the ruins above. I hurried over to inspect them, and sure enough, they had been protected from the weather and were dry as a bone.

      “Em, can you hurry it up?” Jimbo asked, still focused on the imp that was slowly edging closer to him.

      “Trying!” I yelled back as I grabbed up some of the thinner boards that were splintered.

      I began to stuff long splinters of the wood in the channels that led from the elemental candles to the center, and then into the channel that ringed the entire circle.

      My hands were shaking and I prayed that Jimbo could keep the creature at bay until I was done. I had just managed to stuff the last piece of kindling into the circle when the creature let loose with a loud shriek.

      Both Jimbo and I fell to our knees, holding our ears as it dashed past him, toward me.

      My ears ringing, I could barely function. But I crawled forward and taking out my lighter, I tried to ignite smaller pieces of the kindling. But the flame wouldn’t take.

      The creature was across the circle from me now, and it paused, eyeing the candles warily. I stripped off my shirt, which was cotton knit. I held it out, struggling with the lighter. Finally, I flicked the switch and the flame jumped from the lighter to the shirt.

      The material caught on fire and I placed it directly over the kindling. A moment later the wood sparked to life and it raced around, igniting the circle as it created a ring of flame. Then from the sides, the fire blazed through the channels into the center. The fire died down quickly, because I hadn’t used much kindling, but it did what I needed it to—which was to activate the magick.

      I knew better than to step inside the ring. My own circles protected me, but ceremonial magical circles were to protect the summoner from whatever it summoned inside the ring.

      The creature began to shriek and fight and I realized it was being drawn into the circle. I stood up, not certain what to say, but I followed my instincts:

      
        
        
        Get thee out—back to your realm go.

        Back to the realm of fire, I send thee.

        Begone, creature of fire, return to your home

        Return to the primal fire,

        be free, but be banished from this realm.

      

        

      

      The creature fought against the pull, breaking free to jump over the circle and land in front of me. I scooted back, still too dizzy from the noise that I couldn’t stand. It reached down and grabbed my wrist. As it took hold of me, I could feel the energy from the circle trying to suck the imp in, dragging me with it.

      “Jimbo! Help!” I struggled, but both the strength of the creature and the force from the circle were too strong.

      Jimbo stumbled to his feet, staggering around the circle to where I was struggling to stay on the outside of the circle. The creature was now mostly inside the ring. Only its left foot and left arm—still holding my wrist—remained outside.

      The pull was magnetic, so strong that I was starting to panic. I tried to dig my free hand into the floor but couldn’t find any purchase. The creature dragged my wrist through the fire and I screamed. Most of the flames had gone out but the coals were still hot and a row of blisters formed on my flesh.

      At that moment, Jimbo managed to reach my side. He brought his blade down against the creature’s wrist and it screamed, once again its shriek sending us reeling. But he had managed to cut deep enough that the creature let go of me. Jimbo grabbed me and rolled me over out of the circle.

      I rolled onto my stomach and looked up, just in time to see a brilliant light flashing in the center of the circle. It was red and orange, pink and white-hot blue, and it formed a vortex over the center candle. The imp flailed, but the next moment, the vortex sucked it in, and the next moment, the creature had vanished.

      “Extinguish the candles!” I couldn’t move, but I could speak. Jimbo crawled on hands and knees to the nearest candle, and he slammed his hand down on top of it, extinguishing the flame even as he let out a yelp.

      The moment the flame went dark, it broke the circle, and the vortex vanished. I rolled over, onto my back, staring at the ceiling. Had we really managed to get rid of the creature?

      Jimbo sat back, then rested his head on his knees. “We got rid of this one, but what if there are more?”

      I stared at the circle, still unable to move. “I guess we’ll find out as we go along.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      When we could stand again, I removed the candle stubs from the circle, and—making sure they were fully extinguished—pocketed them. Then we began to search the room. We found a small hole against one wall that led to a cozy chamber filled with bits of branches and leaves, hay, and anything else that could be used to form a nest.

      “I guess this is where the creature slept,” I said.

      “I think you’re right,” Jimbo said. “How are you doing?”

      “A few burns on my wrists, but I should be fine. I ache, and I’m still scared out of my wits, but I’m okay.”

      We hunted through the nest, finding a number of bones, some of which looked to be human.

      “We should call Murray. It looks like this thing has been here for quite a long time.”

      “Yeah,” Jimbo said. “But I’m only seeing space enough for one. Maybe it was the only one.”

      I was starting to feel like my reserves were gone. “I need to get up above ground, and I need to sit down. The energy of the imp was alien to my own magic. It left me feeling jarred and unsettled.”

      We took the stairs to the basement, then found a rickety staircase up to the foundation. It was scary but better than trying to climb the rope ladder again. Jimbo helped me up to the truck. While I waited there, he headed back to find something to cover the well with.

      I glanced out the window and saw Sarah Beth’s ghost. She turned to me, a broad smile on her face, and then held up a hand as though she was waving. I waved back, and with a peaceful look on her face, she vanished as Jimbo returned. As we headed back to the house, I glanced back toward the old well. It occurred to me that Chiqetaw was looking pretty good at this point.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got back to the house, James and Harlow were home. We stumbled in and Joe let out a cry when he saw me.

      “Are you all right? Sweetie, are you hurt?”

      I nodded. “A little. Jimbo too. We sent the creature back to its own realm. It was an imp.”

      “I hate to ask a rather obvious question, but why aren’t you wearing a shirt? Why are you just wearing a bra?” Harlow asked.

      I gave her a tired smile. “Because I needed to use my shirt to torch some wood.”

      She laughed, then shook her head. “Let’s get you both washed up and then you can tell us what happened,” she said, wrapping her arm around my waist. “Come on, I’ll help you. Jimbo, there’s a full bath near Eileen’s room. Why don’t you use that?”

      As we neared the guestroom, I found myself shaking so hard that I burst into tears as Harlow opened the door. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been that scared,” I said.

      “Oh, I think you probably have. But it’s been a while. Do you want a shower?”

      I shook my head. “Later. I just want to wash up and change clothes, and rest.” I paused, then added, “I’m glad we caught it.” I stopped, not wanting to even bring up the thought of that creature catching hold of her daughter.

      But apparently Harlow had been thinking the same thing. “I know. If it had gotten hold of Eileen, it would have been the end of me.” She paused, then added, “Thank you. You’ve helped me so many times, but I mean it. You’re a good friend. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “The feeling is mutual. We’re all headed into a new era in our lives. I don’t know what lies ahead, but…it’s kind of exciting to think about.”

      She picked up a brush off the dressing table and began to brush my hair. It was soothing, and I closed my eyes as she talked.

      “We’re all facing new paths. When James and I moved out here, I believed it was the beginning of a quiet chapter in my life. But my books are growing more popular, and I’m not sure whether I’m ready to face fame again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was a supermodel, I thrived on it, but I watched it destroy people. I watched it destroy friends. But I guess this kind of fame is different—it’s quieter, but in some ways it’s more intense. I’m not making a living off my looks, but off my thoughts, and that’s a whole new ball game. And then there’s the epilepsy. I have no idea where that’s going to take me. I’m scared, Em.”

      “I’m scared too,” I said. “Joe and I had gotten used to our quiet rhythm, but now things are different and they’ll never be the same. Kip is moving away. Miranda’s getting married. It’s just going to be Joe and me, and not in the same way that we envisioned it six months ago. And then…I thought all my adventures with the paranormal had died down to a quiet status quo. But something tells me that they’re just opening up in another way.”

      “You enjoyed this, didn’t you? Admit it,” Harlow said.

      I hung my head, trying to hide the shaky smile that spread across my face. “Yeah, I did enjoy it. I think the Chintz ‘n China is getting too small for me. I have to do something new. Maybe I’ll open a tarot shop in town, or maybe I’ll become a ghost buster! I don’t know, and that’s both scary and exciting.”

      “Whatever you choose to do, I’ll be there. And so will James, and Jimbo and Murray. And you know Kip and Miranda will always be your babies, even now that they’re grown up.”

      I nodded. “We have the cats, and we’re going to have wonderful neighbors once our new house is built. Yes, it’s a whole new world. I just hope that we’ll stay safe and sane.”

      I accepted the T-shirt she handed me from my suitcase and slipped it on. She braided my hair back into a French braid and we talked about anything and everything and nothing until James knocked on the door.

      “Is everything all right in there?” he asked.

      Harlow laughed. “Men. They can’t live without us. Isn’t that a wonderful thing, though?”

      “Yes, especially with the men we love.”

      I thought back to the reading I had done earlier. It all made sense now. The little girl, the danger and death, and now, with the changes I was contemplating, the High Priestess. Everything had unfolded as it needed to, even though I had misinterpreted the meanings.

      As I stood, the room spun for a moment. I saw Nanna standing in the corner, smiling and shaking her head. She looked pleased, and I realized that she’d always have my back. I had support from both this world and the spirit world, and that made me feel like I could do just about anything.

      I wrapped my arm around Harlow’s waist and we headed to the door, Taylor in tow. It was time to shake off the fear and face the future with a smile and a brave heart. Whatever came our way, I knew that the six of us—Jimbo and Murray, Harlow and James, and Joe and me—would face it together, in joy and in sorrow, in tears and in laughter, but always in friendship.
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        * * *

      

      If you liked this book, the rest of the Chintz ‘n China Paranormal Women’s Fiction Series is available: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under a Mystic Moon, A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, and Holiday Spirits. You can also purchase the first six books in two collected boxed sets: Chintz ‘n China Books, 1 – 3 and Chintz ‘n China Books, 4-6.

      If you love heroines that are a bit older and not model-thin, and you love ooo-spooky books, try my Moonshadow Bay Series. The first three books are available: Starlight Web, Midnight Web and Conjure Web. You can preorder the next book in the series: Harvest Web. There will be more to come of January’s adventures after that.

      If you love urban fantasy and mythology, then you might want to read the Wild Hunt Series. Check 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, The Eternal Return, Sun Broken, Witching Moon, Autumn’s Bane, Witching Time, and Hunter’s Moon. You can preorder the next books in the series—Witching Fire and Veil of Stars—now.

      Come join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living and the lake never gives up her dead. Read my Whisper Hollow Series, a darker paranormal women’s fiction series: Autumn Thorns, Shadow Silence, and The Phantom Queen are available.

      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, Demon’s Delight, Bedlam Calling, Blood Music, Blood Vengeance, Tiger Tails, and Bubba’s origin story—The Wish Factor—are available.

      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 one through five are available now in the Fury Unbound Series: Fury Rising, Fury’s Magic, Fury Awakened, Fury Calling, and Fury’s Mantle.

      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. Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker, Night Vision, Night’s End, and Night Shivers are all 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. And if you want to support me in other ways, I have a Patreon Page and I also have a YouTube Channel.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my Website so they may be corrected. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.
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